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      I woke up to the sound of dogs barking, and they were disturbingly close.

      I bolted out of bed and jumped to my feet, drawing my weapons on instinct.

      “Woof,” Frank said. “Bark. It’s been four hours. Arf.”

      I holstered my guns. “Really Frank?”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I wasn’t thanking you. That was a terrible way to wake up.”

      “As I intended.”

      “How did you even learn to bark like that?”

      “Steely-eyed determination and a preposterous amount of free time.”

      I rolled my eyes. At least he hadn’t let me oversleep. I could still hear the guild partying and laughing below, and the windows were still dark.

      “Alright,” I said. “You ready to get to work? Probably be the last time we’ll be waking up here for quite a while.”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said.

      I scanned my logs, checking for Ripples and finding that a trio had occurred while I’d been asleep.

      
        
        Ripple Alert! The Guild {Goon} has permanently Razed the city of Badar, and all that remains of the once-proud settlement is a pile of ash and burning timbers.

      

      

      
        
        Major Ripple Alert! Player {Nissa} has brokered a lasting treaty between the {Wildbloom Dryads} and the {Smoldering Treants}, unlocking a new zone with an abundance of Player Housing: The Bloomburn Hills.

      

      

      
        
        Ripple Alert! The Cult of Information has offered up their sacrifices and their God is now fast approaching. If the Cult of Information is allowed to gather what Faith they require, a new Minor Deity will soon walk the lands of EBO.

      

      

      I blew out a puff of air and rubbed my eyes.

      “Well, that’s not what I was hoping to find first thing in the morning, but I’m glad to have the info. The Tyrann one with the God and all is especially concerning. First a Holy War, now this.”

      “Did you say war?” Frank said. “I kinda tuned you out there. I was daydreaming about how fun it might be to burn an entire city to the ground and salt the ashes.”

      “So business as usual for you, eh?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Splendid. Speaking of war, what are we really up against here? I’m thinking I gotta get out of here regardless, but it’d be good to know the details if you’ve got specifics for me.”

      “You’re going to be marked as hostile for anyone in the Cult and vice versa. The big thing is that death penalties are increased by 100% when you die at the hands of someone you’re at war with. So the Renown penalty is bigger and you’ll drop more items.

      “The Holy War declaration specifically will give them some combat buffs that will depend on what Tyrann chose when he founded the Cult. So they might deal more damage to you or resist more of your spells, that sorta thing.”

      I swallowed. “Thought it’d be something like that. Appreciate the info.”

      I pulled up the Renown ladder fully expecting to have dropped but was pleasantly surprised to find myself still on top, though Tyrann had matched my rank overnight and Nissa had bumped somebody off the list.

      
        
        1. {Ned} Renown Rank VIII

        2. {Tyrann} Renown Rank VIII

        3. {Nissa} Renown Rank VI

        4. {Geezeman} Renown Rank VI

        5. {Aconnu} Renown Rank VI

      

      

      I headed downstairs and into the inn’s common room, where Darling and a few other guild members—Rock, Nina, and Zoe among them—were seated around one of the bigger tables.

      House was there as well, and while she looked pretty stiff sitting with everybody else—sitting ramrod straight with her shoulders back while the others slumped in their seats or leaned on the table—the big, dumb smile she wore made it obvious that she was enjoying herself, and that was good enough for now.

      More than a few guildies had fallen asleep in their chairs, some of them still gripping their mugs, and somebody was lying face-down on the stage.

      I nodded at Darling and gestured outside, and she rose from her chair and followed me out into the street.

      The city was so quiet that I could hear the rope bridges overhead clacking in the breeze. The air was cool, the sky was dark, and the stars were out in full force.

      “You can’t already be heading out, right?” Darling said.

      “No choice.”

      “It’s three-thirty in the morning!”

      “Yup,” I said. “I need to be well clear of the Sands before people have a chance to arrive.”

      She leaned up against the inn and folded her arms. “I still find it hard to believe that you’re actually leaving after everything we just went through for this place.”

      “It’s not what I want, but I know it’s the right call. If people associate me with the Vale, it’ll never be safe. Pull up a web search with my name real quick. There are tons of people headed this way, and they’re not shy about making it known.

      “Exo posted about the raid shortly after he was booted from the guild and the rumors spread like wildfire from there. Sands are going to be crawling in a couple hours.” I shrugged. “It is what it is. More or less what I signed up for.”

      Darling grimaced. “He say anything about the guild?”

      I inclined my head. “Everything he knew is public. So if I were you, I’d be trying to get out in front of it. Make it clear to whoever is willing to listen that you’re no longer on my side.”

      “Makes sense to me.”

      “Hi Darling,” Frank said.

      She winked down at him. “Hi Frank.”

      “She’s so into me,” Frank whispered.

      “So what do you need from me right now?” Darling said.

      “Adoration,” Frank half-said, half-sighed.

      “Well, the Auction House is my top priority.” I linked her the recipe.

      
        
        {Auction House} (Tier III Building)

        Creates a central marketplace that may be linked to distant cities by way of player-created {Caravans}. All goods sold via the {Auction House} are taxed at 10%, 5% of which is awarded to the controlling player.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x200, {Quality Lumber} x45, {Pristine Lumber} x10, {Iron Bar} x200, {Steel Bar} x50, {Gold Bar} x5, {Rough Stone} x200, {Solid Stone} x80, {Marble} x50, {Crude Glass} x50, {Smooth Glass} x10.

        Load Time: 96 Hours.

      

      

      She whistled. “Looks expensive.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But it’ll be amazing if we can pull it off. Most of those materials look fairly common, so maybe we divide and conquer on the rarer stuff? The Marble plus the higher-quality glass.”

      “Sounds good to me. Which do you want?”

      “Not sure quite yet,” I said. “I’ll shoot you a message when I’ve got more information. I’m sure your guys will want to keep leveling and so on too, so Frank and I will put a quick plan together to make sure nobody feels like they’re wasting their time. Just depends on where we gotta go.”

      “Can do,” Darling said. “What about plots?”

      “If I were you, I’d grab all the good ones here in the Vale,” I said. I pointed down the road at the additional three plots I’d claimed earlier. “Auction House is going right there, so there should always be a good amount of traffic in that area. Any spots close to it might be great for shops, that sort of thing.”

      “What about the Stronghold?” Darling said. “I’ve been eyeing that the last few hours.”

      “Huh?”

      “Where we cleared the Barbarians out of.”

      I opened up my map and threw on the Housing overlay. Darling was right—a number of new Housing Plots had appeared in the Barbarians’ old stomping grounds.

      “That’s definitely new,” I said.

      “They became available while you were asleep,” Frank said. “I thought about waking you up to point them out, but you can’t claim any more plots and I was already hilt-deep in planning the barking thing, so I didn’t.”

      “I’m sure you were.” I rubbed my chin. “Well… that changes things. I wonder if we could set up another base there, maybe focus on crafting. Something a bit quieter.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” she said. “Would give us a more private space at the very least which I’d really like.”

      “Yeah. Not sure we wanna bring the whole guild in on the cooperation thing just yet but let’s prioritize that area by having the people you really trust grab it up.”

      “Maybe core members then?” Darling said. “I can also just keep your name out of it for now and we can work out the details later on. But at some point we’ll have to nail down who’s allowed to know what.”

      “Yeah, that sounds perfect, thanks. House is going to do a bit of scouting for us too and see what else we’ve got to work with in the Sands. I’m especially interested in knowing if there’s a port city out west. Things will probably change fast, so as House would say, I will keep you on a post.”

      “I do possess several posts,” House said from out of nowhere, which made Darling visibly jump.

      She was standing on the inn’s front porch in the same baggy, white clothing she’d started with, just a few feet from the door. Apparently she’d followed us outside without either of us noticing.

      “How do you not make noise?” Darling said. “And where did you even come from?”

      “The inn, of course,” House said.

      Darling sighed and dropped her voice. “I love House but sometimes it feels like talking to a brick wall.”

      “If only Darling knew how accurate that statement really was,” Frank whispered.

      “House?” I said. “When did you get here?”

      “I have been eavesdropping for several moments. Lars is also attempting to eavesdrop, but he is currently situated inside the inn and his location is therefore disqualifying.”

      I glanced at the nearest window and locked eyes with Lars, who was watching us from the lower corner, and he quickly pulled away. “Well-spotted, House.”

      “Anyway,” Darling said. “Seems like we’ve got a good idea of where to go for today at least. How bad do you think it’s going to get here?”

      I looked up and down the street, my skin already prickling. “Bad. Very, very bad. I’d be surprised if there weren’t already several hundred people fast traveling in this direction, if not thousands.”

      She grimaced. “And the guild? You think we’re going to get any blowback for helping you out?”

      “Luckily Exo did you a bit of a favor there,” I said. “He posted about how I paid you guys to take time off and all that, probably hoping to get under my skin. Inadvertently made you look like hired help. So if anyone gives you crap, you’ve got an easy out.”

      “You were paying us, and now you aren’t,” Darling said, nodding. “So we’re done. Easy enough.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “I imagine you’ll still have some people come and poke around, but it shouldn’t be too bad. I’m the one they’re after, and you guys will be significantly higher level than anyone who arrives today.”

      “Oh, we’ll handle that part of it,” Darling said. “I’m not worried.”

      “Have you shared the full plan with anyone yet? About us working together in secret?”

      She shook her head. “Haven’t had the chance. Always been somebody around. I guess I could just message Rock and Nina the old-fashioned way. Would prefer to do it in person though.”

      “Yeah, your people, your call,” I said. “Let’s keep it to the four of us for now.” I eyed the rope bridge that led to the Military Ward. “In the meantime, I guess I should go meet up with Arlann real quick before I dip out. Promised him I’d touch base before I left.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I looked down at Frank. “Unless you think I could skip it and send House or something instead to save some time?”

      “I do not understand what touching Arlann’s base would entail,” House said, “but I am happy to do it regardless.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Frank said. “I think you’re gonna want to see what he’s got, and I won’t be able to talk about it until you do.”

      “Cool. Thanks anyway, House. Let’s just have you stick to exploring for now.”

      I hesitated, then opened a trade window with her and dumped all of my Soul Gems in, plus most of my currency.

      “Once you’re finished with that, you should use this stuff to work on your professions.” I confirmed the trade, and she accepted it. “I still need you on Lumber, too. Every item you can produce that we don’t need to buy is a huge win for us, and we need to get the Auction House built as soon as humanly possible.”

      “Understood,” she said.

      “Might wanna focus on machining,” Frank said. “Eventually House will get a recipe we can use to speed the Auction House up once it’s under construction.”

      “Yea?” I said. “Good call, that’d be amazing.” I turned back to Darling. “If you guys are up for it, you might wanna try poking Arlann for some intel on Sarissa, too. She’s an ice mage that he’s got some history with up in Highwater City, and it seems like there’s something there.”

      “Sorry, one sec,” Darling said. “Call coming in.” She stepped away and turned her back on me.

      “Frank, there’s gotta be something to him and Sarissa, right?”

      “The second-best love story in all of EBO,” Frank said.

      “Second-best?”

      “A distant second to the budding romance between—”

      “You and yourself?”

      Frank vibrated at my side. “That’s deeply insulting, but I do love me some Frank so I’m going to let that one slide. However, I was clearly referring to my ongoing courtship of Darling.”

      “I feel like courtship is pretty strong. You mostly just whisper about her whenever she’s nearby but not close enough to hear.”

      “You just don’t understand romance. I’m going for that slow burn thing.”

      “You don’t really strike me as a slow burn sort of guy, Frank.”

      “Nonsense. I burn things slowly all the time. How else are you supposed to enjoy the screaming?”

      “What?” Darling said. She must have finished her call.

      “Nothing,” Frank and I said at exactly the same time.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Okay, that’s not suspicious at all.”

      “Smooth,” Frank whispered. “She doesn’t suspect a thing.”

      “Trust me,” I said, “it’s not important. In fact, it could not be less important.”

      I stared out at the city, at the white stone buildings that capped the four dunes and the bridges that linked them far overhead. “Arlann and Sarissa aside, it seems like there’s something here in general. City feels like it was built for another purpose. Maybe another time.”

      “Yeah, feels like it,” Darling said. “Anyway, I’m glad to have a busy day ahead.” She suppressed a yawn. “Alright, I’m gonna grab a couple hours of sleep plus a Rested buff, then we can catch up from there.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I really appreciate it. And I’m glad to have you guys aboard.”

      I waved and set off toward the Guardhouse while House stepped out from the porch and sprinted off in the opposite direction without a word.

      “Bye Darling,” Frank said.

      “Bye Frank!” she said.

      “See that?” Frank said once we were out of earshot. “That’s how you seal the deal.”

      “Duly noted,” I said as I threaded my way through the market toward Arlann’s place. “You got anything on that last Black Marketeer perk I picked up? Summoning a smuggler?”

      I pulled the perk up.

      
        
        You may enlist the aid of an Underworld Smuggler, a specialized NPC that will act as a Follower for as long as they survive (This ability may only be used once).

      

      

      “I’d wait on that one, at least until you’ve finished the Auction House,” Frank said. “The NPC you summon will scale to your level, and so will the information she has. Plus you have me in the meantime, and I’m omnipotent.”

      “The word you’re looking for is omniscient.”

      “I meant what I said. But I do appreciate the compliment.”

      “It wasn’t… never mind.”

      I clicked out of the perk menu and slipped into an alleyway that smelled of baking bread. “So, materials then. How do we go about all of this?”

      “Most of the stuff you need is easy if you’ve got the coin. Lumber, ore and the like. You can probably get most of that in Highwater. Hard part’s going to be getting the Smooth Glass and the Marble. Both of those are fetching a high price right now.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Main source of Marble around this part of the world is the White Hills,” Frank said. “That area supplied all the white stone for these buildings. Problem is, the hills have been coming alive the last couple years. Whole mountains getting up and stomping around in the night, flattening villages, that sorta thing. Super awesome if you ask me.”

      “Can you hit me with a Codex entry?”

      
        
        Codex Entry 1207: The White Hills

        Situated directly to the south of the Onyx Sands, the White Hills is a narrow mountain range that spans the better part of the middle continent.

        Though the hills are small and immaculately smooth, they’ve claimed the lives of countless lost travelers, and those who frequent the area swear that the landscape is constantly on the move, thwarting even the most determined cartographers.

      

      

      “Level 7 to 10 area,” he added.

      “Nice,” I said. “That can’t be far off from here. Might be a good candidate for Darling and co. Imagine they could quest there at the same time while picking that stuff up. What about the glass? Couldn’t we just have somebody melt the sand here down into that?”

      “You could find a glassmaker for the lower quality stuff, but Smooth Glass might be tough. There should be a little bit of that here in the local market or in Highwater. And since there isn’t, it means somebody must be buying it up close to the source.”

      “For what?”

      “Can’t comment on what’s actually being built.”

      That seemed like a hint. I tapped my chin. “Are there any Housing structures that require a high amount of glass?”

      “Churches.”

      And there it was. “Damn. So this is Tyrann too, yeah? Never mind, stupid question given that precisely one guy has founded a religion.”

      The glass scarcity was a massive problem, but maybe it represented an opportunity too; denying Tyrann a resource that he needed was an attractive possibility.

      I still wasn’t sure how much our paths were really going to cross in a world as large as EBO, but I needed to be keeping tabs on him, and I hated the way he’d singled me out.

      And worst of all, I had no idea what angle he was really taking or how exactly I was supposed to fight him off, if it came to that.

      “Can we head to the source, then?” I said. “Get our hands dirty and grab some before he can buy it out?”

      “Yup. Obelisk Wood is your best bet there. I know a pretty well-hidden vendor that we can use to stock up. Should be pretty cheap if you can grab some dye in the market here, he pays well for that stuff because it’s harder to find out where he is.”

      “I can do that. You got an entry for me?”

      “Sure.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 1409: The Obelisk Wood

        An ancient forest tucked into the far reaches of the Eastlands, the Obelisk Wood is rich in raw materials, though the golems that lurk there have little interest in parting with their prizes.

      

      

      “Level 10 to 12 area,” he added, “meaning it’s tuned for players in D-grade gear. Gonna be rough going at first with you being under-geared and under-leveled.”

      “But also probably a decent place to hunt and gear up, yeah?” I said as we approached the Guardhouse. “I doubt very many people—if anyone at all, really—would be able to hunt there just yet without the mobs eating them alive. Might even be safe for a day or two depending on how quickly people are leveling up.”

      “Sure, but again, rough going. We just need to hit one of the vendors in the area though, so we could get in and out pretty quick if needed.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks with the Guardhouse steps in front of me. “Wait, did that prompt mention the Eastlands? That’s where Tyrann founded his religion. And it’s on another continent entirely.”

      “Oh, look at you,” Frank said. “Putting things together with only a moderate amount of handholding. Such progress.”

      “Less condescension, more info. What does getting there look like? Can we just sail around the Eastlands or something?”

      “I really prefer the condescension, but fine. No, you can’t just go around. Cliffs and mountain ranges and so on.” Frank paused. “Koria is the capital of the Eastlands, and that zone is right on the coast. If you wanna get to the Obelisk Wood and get that glass, you’re going to have to punch right through Koria.”

      I spat onto the sand. “This sounds like the exact sort of terrible idea that only you would be able to suggest with a straight face.”

      “My face is always straight.”

      I opened the Housing menu up and poked through it, filtering it by the structures that required Smooth Glass.

      The list was exhaustive: none of the Tier II structures I had available required as much of it as the Auction House did, but we weren’t going to be able to build much of anything without it, at least not when it came to the more advanced buildings.

      “Okay,” I said. “Say we do this—how do we go about it? I like the idea of scouting the area out and maybe getting some intel on Tyrann in the process, but I’m public enemy number one as far as that area is concerned.

      “So unless you’ve got a bulletproof way to get us to the Obelisk Wood without drawing attention, we’re going to need another plan.”

      “Well, option one would be to blaze a path of death and destruction through the heart of Tyrann’s—”

      “No. Absolutely not. That is a truly terrible idea, even for you. Let’s move onto option two.”

      “Option two would be to carve a—”

      “No carving, Frank. No blitzing either. No rampaging, no bulldozing, none of that.”

      “What about—”

      “If you need an angry-sounding verb to describe your plan, consider it a hard pass.”

      “Ugh. I had so many other words to use. Fine. Option fourteen: we skulk through the sewers beneath Koria like a bunch of Neds and pop out on the other side covered in filth and digital excrement. You happy now?”

      “Like a group of Neds?” I said, laughing the words. “Wow.”

      “Too far?” Frank said. “I figured that one would cut deep but I wasn’t sure if it was too much.”

      “Yeah, you can go Frank yourself buddy.”

      “It’s not funny when you do it. And trust me: if I could Frank myself, I would. And I’d probably never stop.”

      I spent way too long trying to parse that, then winced and gave up. “I really have no idea what you just said but I’m deeply uncomfortable with it.”

      “Mission accomplished.”

      “So are the sewers a zone or something?”

      “Yeah, mobs would be 6-9.”

      “Nice. Mobs I can deal with. It’s the players I’m worried about. So if we sail there, how do we keep from being spotted on the way in?”

      “Check it.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 1401: Koria, the City of the Morning Mists

        The Capital of the Eastlands, Koria was chiseled into the great cliffs that line the Eastlands many years ago and now serves as both a port city as well as the lone gateway to the vast, eastern continent.

      

      

      “Morning Mists, huh?” I said. “Well, the timing lines up. I guess the mists would probably offer a bit of cover.”

      “A lot of cover.”

      I rubbed my temples. I didn’t love the idea of waltzing right into the heart of Tyrann’s power, but it wasn’t like he was going to have the entire zone on lockdown. And the longer we waited, the more hostile that area was likely to become.

      Sending Darling and her crew was an option, but I didn’t want to spread them too thin, nor did I want to go after the Marble myself, given how close the White Hills were to the Sands.

      Plus I’d feel like a bit of a jerk if I asked them to sail that far on my behalf without any real benefit to them.

      “What about escape routes?” I said. “If we can only approach through Koria, that’s gotta be the only way out, at least if we’re trying to make it back to the Sands. Last thing I want is to get pinned down somewhere and be unable to leave.”

      “There’s an underground river system that flows through the Obelisk Wood and back into Koria. It’s not exactly what you’d consider a safe way out, and it only works one way with how fast the water flows, but it’ll do for when you inevitably decide to flee with your tail between your legs.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “You know what? Let’s go for it. We need glass, and I need to figure out what Tyrann’s up to before it’s too late. We can’t let a war declaration go unpunished, either.”

      “I’m always down for some punishing.”

      I sent Darling a quick message asking her to look into the Marble and the other stuff we’d talked about and was about to head up into the Guardhouse when Arlann stormed out through the doors decked head to toe in full plate armor and nearly ran me over.

      He slammed his visor up. “Ah, there you are. Come with me. I need to show you something.”

      “Sure,” I said, “but I don’t have long.”

      “It’ll only take a moment. Blasted thing is visible from the wall.”

      “What is?” I said, but he had already pushed right past me and headed around the Guardhouse and down an alleyway. I had to jog to catch up to him. “What’s going on?”

      He was silent as he led me to a narrow wooden staircase that zigzagged up to the top of the wall. “Go take a look.”

      “Alright…”

      I headed up and found six guards staring to the west, pointing and mumbling amongst themselves.

      I followed their gaze to the top of a distant dune that was aglow with a strange, red light. It looked almost like a sunrise in miniature. “What the hell is that?” I said.

      I squinted, straining my eyes to pick up as much detail as possible. It was hard to tell at this distance, but it looked like some kind of huge, crimson portal had opened sideways in the air, and it was spinning parallel to the ground like a floating whirlpool.

      A foundation of blood-red bricks lay beneath it, and taken together they sketched the outline of a colossal structure.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {The Red Cathedral}

        Completion rate: 15%

      

      

      “Huh,” I said. “Well, a cathedral that’s apparently building itself in the middle of the desert is definitely new. Frank, did we do that? Please tell me we did that because that would be awesome.”

      “Can’t comment on that just yet.”

      “Cool, I’m gonna assume we did that.”

      “I do have this guy, though.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 6329: The Red Cathedrals

        Carved from the blood-red bedrock of a strange and distant world, the Red Cathedrals herald the dawning of a new, more dangerous era, the fraying of the fabric of reality, and the inevitable approach of the Possibility King.

      

      

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s a staggeringly high Codex number. Weren’t the Sands’ entries in the 200s before? What’s up with that?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “And why is a new era dawning five days into the game? And Cathedrals plural?”

      Frank didn’t respond, so I headed back down the stairwell and leaned up against the wall across from Arlann. “That can’t be good for us.”

      Arlann grunted. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Anything come out of the portal yet?”

      “Bricks,” Arlann said. “It’s hard to tell from here, but each of those stones has to weigh upward of 500 pounds. Every so often one of them flies out of the portal and slams down into place. We’ve tried moving them, but they shimmer and teleport back into place the very moment you set them down.”

      “No demons or anything though.”

      “Not yet.” Arlann sighed. “When I asked you to meet me last night, I was simply hoping to get a report of what you and your people accomplished with the Barbarians. Instead, I’m afraid I have to ask you for another favor.”

      I suppressed a grin. “Shoot.”

      He took a deep breath. “I’d go myself, but…”

      “You can stop hedging. I’m happy to help the Sands out however I can, so long as it’s possible.”

      “Very well. If this portal is what I fear it is, then Sarissa needs to know that it’s here. And she’ll likely have some information for us.”

      “A trip to Highwater, eh?” I dropped my voice and spoke to Frank. “Should I take point on this? This seems big.”

      “It’s huge,” Frank said, “and it’s weird that it’s happening now. But you’ve got some time before it really kicks off. I’d send a messenger and go pound Tyrann’s face.”

      I met Arlann’s eyes. “I might need to send someone I trust in my place for that. Unless it can wait a day or so.”

      “It can’t. A messenger would be fine, so long as they’re able to convince Sarissa to let them in.”

      “Alright. Consider it done.”

      Arlann clamped a gauntleted hand onto my shoulder. “Thank you. If you need me, you’ll find me by the portal. Someone needs to get a perimeter organized before it’s too late. I have little doubt that the bricks flying through the breach will be the least of our concerns in the coming days.”

      “Will do.”

      He climbed the stairs and disappeared above the wall, so I jogged back into the market, grabbed the dyes that Frank had mentioned from a vendor for a bit of silver, then made for the beach.

      And about halfway through—while I was slipping between a merchant setting up his fruit cart for the day and a kid who was begging him for a free apple—I realized I was being followed.

      The city was still so quiet that I could clearly make out footsteps ringing on the stone behind me, though whoever was shadowing me was at least intelligent enough to stay out of sight.

      I ran on as if unaware, then hung a left down a particularly dark alley and wound up a pair of Ravenblasts.

      I counted out three seconds, then swung back out into the street with my guns drawn.

      And nearly had a heart attack when Lars pulled up short with his face mere inches away from my glowing barrels.

      I canceled both spells and jammed my weapons into my holsters. “Morning Lars.”

      “M-morning,” he gasped. Pale and out of breath, he was gripping his flute in two hands, and he had a cloth sack slung across one shoulder.

      “Probably not the best time to loudly shadow me through the city. Kinda jumpy at the moment.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “I was gonna catch up, I just…” he trailed off and looked away. “Where are you headed?”

      “Koria,” I said.

      “Ohh,” he said. “Really? I’ve always wanted to see Koria.”

      “You’ve heard of it?”

      “Yeah.” He grimaced and looked away. “Well, no. But if you need some backup, I could—”

      “So that’s what this is. You were working up the nerve to ask if you could tag along.”

      He eyed the street. “Pretty much.”

      “I’d love to have you,” I said, and the way he brightened at the words instantly made me regret my phrasing. “But it just doesn’t work right now. I’m not going with House or Darling or anyone else, either. Can’t risk being seen with any of you and having the Cult make the association.”

      “But—”

      “I’m sorry, Lars. It’s just too risky.”

      His face fell. “I get it.”

      I really did feel for him. The guy had been through the wringer, and all he wanted to do was to help out and feel useful.

      And if I was being honest, I didn’t love the idea of leaving him and House and the guild behind, or even the Vale itself. But I knew it was the right move, especially for Lars. The last thing I wanted was his blood on my hands after everything I’d already put him through.

      “Look, man,” I said. “You stay in the Sands a while longer and keep an eye on things here. I’m thinking the city’s going to be changing pretty quick from here on out.”

      He shrugged. “I’m already sick of the sand. And the city might change, but the inn won’t. And we both know that’s where I’m going to wind up if I stick around.”

      I pursed my lips. I probably owed the guy a chance at the very least, and if he was willing to level up a bit, we might be able to figure something out, if only temporarily.

      “Tell you what, if you can get a good bit stronger while I’m gone, we can talk about getting you out of here for a little while. I’m not sure what that would even look like yet, but if that’s really what you want, we’ll figure it out.”

      “Yeah?” he said. “You promise?”

      “Sure. But I really do have to run and get to sailing. I’m hoping I won’t be gone for too long, but it could be for a little bit.”

      “Alright,” he said, and he was already eyeing the surrounding desert in a predatory sort of way. “I’ll work on it.”

      I clapped him on the shoulder and jogged off. “Stay safe out there. I’ll see you around.”

      “See you.”
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      After several hours of listening to Frank talk about how great he was—out in the dark, on the open ocean in our little boat with nothing but the starry sky and the waves for company—I spied a ship coasting through the water a few hundred yards off, heading in the opposite direction we were sailing.

      Someone was traveling fast toward the Sands, but thankfully they were too far off to worry about.

      Still, aside from Darling and crew, that was the first time I’d spotted what I assumed was another player. And my palms were already starting to sweat.

      The hunt was truly about to begin. I forced my shoulders to relax and flexed my fingers around the steering wheel.

      I scanned the waters, looking for boats but spotting something else entirely: a brown arc far to the north that had formed around a pale-but-definitely-glowing waterspout.

      “What am I looking at here?”

      The brown arc had a loose structure to it, and there appeared to be gaps between the brown specs and…

      Then it clicked.

      “Wait. Are those boats?”

      “Yuuuup.”

      I paused as that sank in. “Those are all boats? From this distance? There’s gotta be hundreds of them.”

      “I can’t give you the number, but they’re ringed up around an island, and that twister-looking thing is Faith.”

      “Well if that thing’s Faith and Tyrann is protecting the island, then I’m guessing we just figured out where Tyrann is birthing his God.”

      “Uh huh. Not much of a secret with the giant glowing spout and all.”

      “Can you give me a bit more on Faith?”

      “The short of it is that anybody who joins Tyrann’s religion is Tithed. That means 20% of their gold goes straight to the Cult and gets converted into Faith.

      “Once they hit a certain amount of Faith, their God’s gonna wake up. There are ways to speed it up—converting Capital cities, completing quests and so on—but that’s the general idea.”

      “How do we even fight this? Can we?”

      “You could murder Cultists.”

      “You would suggest that first.”

      “Well, yeah. But it’s also the most direct way to go about it. Alternatively, you could start your own religion and try to convert his people. But that would require charisma, and you’re you.”

      “Founding a religion doesn’t really fit into my plans, but we could pick up some Charisma gear if that would help.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the stat.”

      “Ouch, man. Any other ideas? Other than convincing people not to join him in the first place.”

      “Nope. That’s probably your best bet. Other than the murder. People will be a lot less likely to join if all of Tyrann’s converts keep turning up dead.

      “Or,” Frank continued—and I could already tell that he was getting excited, which meant a truly terrible idea was bound to follow—“you could wait for his God to arrive then just murder the hell out of it right in front of him.”

      “Seems like a bit of a reach for a level 9 that’s mostly solo.”

      “Maybe. But there’s something about considering deicide first thing in the morning, you know? The thought alone just brightens my day.”

      “Well… I’ll keep that in mind. Guess we’ll just have to figure it out along the way. Hopefully he doesn’t try to convert the Vale, but we already know he’s got people headed that way so we should probably prepare for it.”

      “Yeah, bad news there: Tithing also applies to cities. So if he converts the Vale, you can say goodbye to the huge amount of gold that the city generates. He’ll be skimming right off the top of whatever you manage to make.”

      “How would he actually convert it though?”

      “A city will convert once more than half of its NPCs are following the same religion. He can get there by having his Cultists help out the city—questing, making donations, prayer, or just helping people out in general—but also by gaining Renown in the area.”

      “That’s gonna be a problem, isn’t it? The Vale’s heading in the right direction, but it isn’t exactly packed with people. Maybe we focus on growing the city to make it harder for him to get his hooks in? I was planning on doing that anyway.”

      “Should at least buy you a bit of time.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek and stared out at the waterspout of light. “Yeah. Can I do that too?”

      “Do what?”

      “Control a city.”

      “With your Renown path? It’ll be possible eventually. It’s a lot harder though. Instead of just converting half a city, you’ll have to own at least half of its plots outright. So you’d have to figure out a way to get a lot more Housing Plots, then you’d have to keep buying them up anytime your city expanded so that you didn’t lose control.”

      “So you’re saying there’s a chance.”

      “Uh huh.”

      We lapsed into silence while I mulled all of that over. As Frank had promised, a heavy fog built as we drew closer to Koria, and more fast travel boats ghosted past us with increasing frequency.

      The boats were easy enough to avoid, as the mist provided great cover and the players aboard couldn’t control their vessels’ movement, but their constant presence kept me on edge.

      I pulled up my mini map, but all I got in return was open ocean. I could hear sea birds, though, and it sounded like waves were breaking nearby.

      I squinted ahead, trying to peer through the increasingly thick fog. It was sitting heavy on the water now, obscuring the air maybe ten or even fifteen feet above the waves.

      But a wide swath of it was glowing orange off in the distance, where the fog was flickering as if torches burned within it.

      We drew a bit closer and the sounds of the still-obscured city rushed in despite the early hour, no doubt carried by the water: bells ringing in harmony, hammers meeting anvils, the steady murmur of people on the move.

      A familiar pop sounded behind me.

      “Dad!” Frank said. “Ned, it’s Dad! Hey—”

      Frank’s voice cut off, and I was unsurprised to find he’d been teleported into my sheath.

      “Really Kline?” I said, without turning around—I didn’t have any interest in spoiling the morning by getting an eyeful of his stupid face or his asymmetrical nipples. Plus I figured not making eye contact would bother him.

      “What?” he said. “It’s too early for that level of obnoxiousness.”

      “You do remember that you’re the one who did that, right?”

      “That did what?”

      “That made him annoying. That was literally your stated goal. Yet you keep popping up and being, like, wow, he’s annoying.”

      “Because he is.”

      I rubbed my face. “Yeah. But that’s like over-microwaving a Hot Pocket then complaining when the sauce melts the top of your mouth.”

      “What?” Kline repeated. “All I got out of that is that you’re too impatient to let your food cool before you eat it. Is there a point to this little rant of yours? I don’t have much time.”

      “Every time you show up and immediately shut him down he gets all…” I trailed off, sighing. “Could you just try to tolerate him the next time you decide to pop in and piss all over our parade? You’re the reason he is the way he is, and I’ve gotta deal with that every single day. The least you could do is try to make it a tiny bit better.”

      “That is not the least I could do.”

      I fought down the urge to throw my hands up in the air. “Forget it. What do you want? I’m kinda busy trying not to steer this boat into an enemy navy that I can’t see.”

      “I’m here about House.”

      I squeezed the wheel so tightly that my knuckles turned white. “What about her?”

      “She’s doing quite well,” he said, “and I’ve made a bit of progress with her latest upgrade. It’ll take me a little while to fully integrate the changes, but I think I’ll have her combat-ready before long.”

      I whipped around as my curiosity got the best of me.

      Kline looked absolutely haggard; his eyes were bloodshot and the bags under them were huge.

      “What’s the catch?”

      He shrugged. “She’ll be an average combatant at best. There may be hiccups along the way, but I believe that this upgrade should help her blend in better in the long term.”

      I cocked my head at him. “That’s not a catch. That just seems… good. You don’t do good, at least not where I’m concerned.”

      “I told you I’d try to find a way to get her more fully into the game when I had the time. I may not like you, but I always intended to keep my word. I imagine she’ll update you as we go along, provided she agrees to the process. Now, I really—”

      Kline broke off as a towering wave of golden light surged out of the fog and crashed over us.

      It swept westward, and though the light vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared, it left the far horizon burning with a honied afterglow.

      
        
        Ripple Alert! Player {Ozymandias} has opened the {Frostforged Gates} and unlocked the {The Coldblister Foundry}, a new city that is open to all who possess at least 50 skill in Blacksmithing or have reached Friendly Reputation with the {Frozen Dwarves}.

      

      

      Kline covered his face with his hands. “Five Ripples in a matter of hours. Unbelievable.”

      “Is that a problem for the nipple system?” I said.

      “Of course it’s a problem,” he said irritably. Either he wasn’t taking the bait or he hadn’t noticed. “Thanks to you and that obnoxious axe, the entire game world discovered the Ripple System far earlier than I expected, and now I’ve got thousands upon thousands of people—no, whole guilds—actively trying to break the world in half.”

      “I mean, wasn’t that kind of the point of introducing Frank?”

      “Yes, but it’s happening too quickly.” He scratched at his scalp so hard that he left red lines behind. “The Cathedrals have already started and now I’m going to have to rebalance the whole thing on the fly, and…” He trailed off, suddenly seeming to realize who he was talking to. “The game’s going to be fine. I’ll be in touch if necessary.” He popped away.

      I yanked Frank out of his sheath and stuck him in his loop. “That was a weird one. But hey: House is joining the fight here pretty soon.”

      “Nice,” Frank said, his voice flat.

      “Yeah.” I licked my lips.

      “Being preemptively sheathed is annoying. And I’m annoyed that I still find it annoying.”

      “Yeah, sorry man. You did tell him he smells like feet, though.”

      “That was a public service announcement,” Frank said. “I fell on that sword for both of us, plus everyone that Kline ever has to share an elevator with in the future. Honestly, I should get a parade.”

      “I mean, I thought it was hilarious.”

      “You were correct.”

      “He’s just the type to retaliate, that’s all I’m saying. Maybe it’ll get better the next time around.”

      “Eh, whatever. It’s weird to think House is gonna be out there awkwardly smashing stuff in the face before long. I wonder if it’s too late to turn her into a Barbarian and live vicariously through her instead of you.”

      “You can definitely try. Mist is getting thicker. Help me keep an eye out?”

      “Uh huh. Oh, incoming.”

      Two fast-travel boats punched through the fog at the same time, both alarmingly close and heading directly for me.

      I guided the boat between them and hunkered down behind the wheel, doing my best to conceal myself within the fog.

      Red nameplates bloomed to either side of me, maybe twenty feet away. I couldn’t make out any of the players’ names through the fog, but each of the boats was carrying a handful of people, all of which were marked as hostile.

      “So…” I said, once the danger had passed. “Were those Cult members? ’Cause Darling and crew never had red nameplates.”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “We are officially at war, hence all the red. So exciting, right?”

      “Exciting is a word that you could use.”

      I squeezed the steering wheel as another boat ghosted out of the mist in front of us and crossed our path.

      “I can’t believe we’re gonna go skulking into the sewers when there’s a perfectly good city to murder our way through,” Frank said. “So gross.”

      “Yeah yeah. How far will the sewers take us toward the Obelisk Wood?”

      “All the way beneath the city and then some. We’ll have to cross some open ground, but it won’t be far from there.

      “Or,” Frank continued, “and I want you to hear me out on this regardless of word choice: instead of wading through fake feces, we could cut a bloody swath through—”

      “Sewers, Frank. We can cut a bloody swath through the sewers.”

      “You promise?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “Well, no. I take that back. We only swath if it’s the right call.”

      We kept going and six more boats passed within sight of us, though thankfully none came close enough to be much of a threat, then Frank had me turn toward what I assumed was the shore a little way down the coast.

      “You need to move to the very front of the boat—right now,” Frank said, his voice urgent.

      I jumped forward, then squinted into the water.

      It was dark here, more black than blue, but there were delicate shapes beneath the waves, long, finger-like projections that—

      The boat caught on something hard, jerked to a stop, and my momentum sent me toppling head over heels into the water. I thrashed and broke the surface, kicking up against the very shapes I’d seen below.

      They were smooth and slimy, but stationary and solid enough to stand on. Some kind of plant, probably.

      I yanked Frank out of his loop and held him up above the surface. “Really?” I said. “Now?”

      “Bathe in your shame, coward,” Frank said. “And relax. Nobody’s around.”

      I jammed him back beneath the water and into his sheath, then swam back to the boat.

      It had caught on some mangrove-like plants whose tips barely jutted out of the water, and a quick glance at the shore told me they were only going to get thicker from here.

      I desummoned my boat and swam inland.

      After about twenty yards of swimming through the mist, the waters became shallow and the mangroves began to reach high above the waves in thick snarling branches that would force me to climb over and through them.

      Or… maybe not. I put my back to the shore and then activated Shadedrift, which sent me zooming through the mist. I resolved back into place on a swampy shoreline that stank of sulfur and mud. The mire beyond was abuzz with the sound of insects, and the dark trees were heavy with gray moss.

      Someone shouted off in the distance, and I tensed for a long moment, already picturing a horde of players heading my way with torches in hand, but nothing happened. I took a deep, steadying breath.

      I unsheathed Frank and stuck him back in his loop.

      “That water was gross,” Frank said. “I did not appreciate that. You do know how sewers work, right?”

      “You’re the one that threw us in.”

      “Yeah, but it hit different when I was the one doing the throwing.”

      “Focus, Frank. Sewers. I need the entry point. The mist is good cover, but I don’t like how exposed we are right now.”

      “Just keep moving the way you’ve been going. You’re on the right track.”

      I sloshed my way through the swamp, sticking to the high ground as much as I could, hopping atop thick roots and the occasional oversized mushroom, some of which glowed with a pale green light of their own making.

      It had just started to rain—huge drops that were loud against the dark canopy—when I stumbled across a wide iron pipe whose mouth hung five feet above the waters.

      An iron gate spanned the width of the pipe, but it was open and banging in the wind, and an open padlock hung from one side with a rusty ladder beneath it.

      “Well, that’s not good,” Frank said.

      “Not good for you or not good for me?”

      “For you and your stupid plans. I thought it’d still be locked, but somebody must have already found the key and opened the zone.”

      I drew my guns but kept them low. “Someone’s already inside.”

      “Thank God, right? Would have been so boring otherwise.”

      “If the sewers are positively crawling with people, we’ll either have to find another way through or bail for now. Hate to say it out loud, but losing you is too much of a risk despite how badly we need the Auction House.”

      “I am weighty,” Frank said. “And important.”

      “That you are.”

      Thunder boomed overhead, and it felt like it wouldn’t be long before the sky opened up and the rain started falling in earnest.

      I pulled up my stat sheet for encouragement.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The First Citizen)

      

        

      
        Level: 9

        Tier II Class: Shadeslinger

        Gear Level: 112 > 135

      

        

      
        Strength: 18

        Dexterity: 70 > 80

        Constitution: 28 > 31

        Intelligence: 75 > 85

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 28

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +2% > +4%

        Haste Rating: +0% > +2%

        Hit Rating: +0%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 13 > 36

      

        

      
        Health: 224 > 248

        Mana: 750 > 850

      

        

      
        Armor: 29%

        Magical Resistance: 38%

      

      

      I sighed, content with the readout. I had finally accumulated some actual Health.

      My mitigations were looking pretty decent, too, and given that I was level 9 entering an area that started at level 6, pushing through the sewers seemed doable, players or no.

      I still had that D-grade gun to look forward to at level 10 as well, at which point my Magical Attack would almost double.

      I climbed up the ladder, hauled myself through the opening, and cocked an ear to the darkness. The air was cold and damp, and the sides of the pipe were beaded with moisture.

      It was slick and slimy underfoot, though somebody had set a chain into the wall which promised to serve as a useful handhold given the way the first section of pipe tilted upward.

      A blast of warm, humid air came rolling down the sewer and I got a good whiff. Unsurprisingly, it smelled like crap.

      It wasn’t overpowering—nothing like how I imagined an actual sewer from a quasi-medieval era might smell—but it wasn’t great, either.

      “Well, that’s not as bad as I thought it’d be,” I said. “But it’s not pleasant. Any suggestions for handling the smell?”

      “See those gray flowers? Kinda stony-looking, top of the pipe.”

      I looked up at the curved ceiling and spotted a cluster of flowers, though in truth they looked more like a knot of badly poured concrete. “Yeah.”

      “Mash them up between your hands and smear the dust under your nose.”

      I reached for them, then hesitated. “I’m not gonna break into hives or something the moment I touch those things, right?”

      “I wish,” Frank said. “But no. I want some too, and my nasal passage is not an orifice that I mess around with.”

      “That raises a whole lot of questions that I really don’t want the answers to.”

      I reached up and tore the flowers loose, and the gray material that covered them fell away like dust, revealing emerald leaves beneath.

      I crushed them up and the scent of mint filled the pipe. I smeared a little bit under my nose, then went to wipe my hands clean on my robes, but Frank cleared his throat.

      “Ahem,” he said, just to drive the point home.

      “You don’t need to say ahem after you’ve cleared your throat. That’s redundant.”

      “You’re redundant. Give me some mint, elf boy. But just a skosh. Stuff’s strong.”

      “A skosh, huh?”

      “Did I stutter?”

      “One skosh, coming right up.”

      I grabbed another cluster of flowers and crushed them up, then a second, then a third, until the air smelled so strongly of mint that it tasted cold and my hands were absolutely covered in green powder.

      “Just to be clear for the uncultured among us, meaning you,” Frank said, “a skosh means a very small amount. Like a smidgen. Or an iota.”

      I clapped my hands over him and rubbed the powder on. And he was still pretty wet, so the stuff stuck immediately.

      “Stop that!” Frank said. “Stop fondling me!”

      I pulled back and smothered a laugh with both hands but ended up inhaling what remained of the powder, which set me hacking.

      “You deserve that and worse,” Frank said. “That was hell. That was exactly what I imagine hell is like. Just… creepy elf fingers, everywhere.”

      “Did it suppress the smell or not?”

      “Yeah, but now I’m all green and sparkly. And—”

      “And you hate it,” I finished for him.

      “…Don’t do that. I hate when you finish my sentences.”

      “Then be less predictable.”

      Frank grunted something unintelligible as I opened up my inventory.

      It was pretty barebones after giving all of my gems to House, though I’d kept 20 silver with me for the glass, and Frank had assured me that the inn’s nightly take would be deposited into my inventory regardless of where I was in the game.

      Sadly I hadn’t received anything this morning owing to the fact that I’d covered the guild’s fees last night. But in the near future? With my Renown buffs converting every coin I earned into Experience and Renown?

      I couldn’t wait to see what that would look like. And to find out just how far I could push it with the Auction House and everything else.

      I closed my inventory and readied a pair of Ravenblasts, splashing violet light through the dark space up ahead.

      “Alright Frank. You ready?”

      “Swathing time?”

      “Again, only if necessary.”

      “Sure would be a shame if it somehow turned out to be wildly necessary, huh?”

      “That it would, Frank. That it would.”
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      The chain that spanned the upward-curving pipe was cold and rusty, and the floor was so slick that it offered no traction at all, but thankfully the climb proved pretty short.

      The floor leveled out about ten yards up, where the sewer branched into three forking paths.

      Laughter rang from deep within the left-most pipe. I cocked my head to the side, listening. The echoes were warped and distorted, but there were at least three people down that way, if not more.

      “Sounds like there’s company to the left,” I said. “You got a suggestion for me?”

      “Go left go left go left!”

      “No.” I pointed a gun at the two other options. “What about these?”

      “Nothing wrong with them aside from the fact that they don’t promise the same amount of bloodshed. These all lead to different complexes and we can get through no matter which path we take, but the mobs get stronger the farther you go to the right.”

      I pointed my gun down the right-most pipe. “Unless you’ve got a good reason not to, I’m thinking we head that way. Stronger mobs means more gear, more loot, and fewer people along the way.”

      “Fewer people means fewer dead Cultists.”

      “True, but this isn’t really the time. This is a stealth mission, Frank.”

      “So what you’re saying is we run for it, get spotted immediately, then just merc everybody in sight, yeah?”

      I paused, considering. “You know, in my experience, that’s exactly how stealth missions tend to go. But hopefully not this time.”

      I ducked low and crept into the right-most pipe, trying to make as little noise as possible.

      Unfortunately, an inch of grimy water covered the floor, and there wasn’t much I could do to keep the sounds of my movement from echoing down the metal tube.

      Something thumped against the pipe from the outside.

      I jerked away and trained both weapons on the spot.

      The pipe thumped again and a section of it cracked, then a clanking sound started up, but after a moment it trailed off deeper into the sewers.

      “The hell was that?” I said.

      “Could just be a gator,” Frank said. “Or maybe the Keykeeper.”

      “You got anything on that?”

      “Yeah. But if that sound starts up again or if it gets closer, you probably oughta run.”

      I swallowed. The words were more than a little ominous coming from Frank. I knew how he felt about running.

      “Here ya go.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 2511: The Keykeeper

        A cunning, massively overgrown crocodile, the Keykeeper haunts the very lowest depths of the sewers beneath Koria, guarding a door that has not been opened in centuries.

      

      

      “If that sound did repeat,” Frank said, “I’d personally hold my ground and die with honor. But at this point I’m pretty confident that you’d feel otherwise, so I’m advising you accordingly.”

      “You would be correct.”

      Water splashed down the tunnel.

      Then again, and again.

      I crept forward as the thick waters rippled and oozed around my feet. The pipe angled up slightly, then leveled out to reveal a square chamber full of scummy water.

      The surface was perfectly still, and there was a ladder on the far wall that led to another elevated pipe. But I had the distinct feeling that the pool between it and I wasn’t empty because those noises had definitely come from this direction, and the walls were spattered as if they’d been recently splashed.

      I picked up a loose rock, gave it a quick toss and catch to check its weight, then skipped it across the pool.

      The water exploded, white scales flashing above the surface as whatever lurked beneath the scum took the bait.

      “Thought so,” I said

      “Thought boringly,” Frank said. “Shoulda just cannonballed in and gone to work.”

      “You really do have one speed, huh?”

      “The speed of awesome. You should try it sometime.”

      I picked up another rock with my left hand and queued up a Ravenblast with my right. I threw the stone into the same area, grabbed my other gun while the rock was still in the air, and wound up a second bolt as the projectile flew.

      I released my first blast just as the stone broke the water.

      A yellow 90 floated toward the ceiling and the all too familiar sense of dread returned; I’d definitely gotten something’s attention.

      A line of air bubbles surged toward me through the pool. Then the water erupted once again and a massive, bone-white crocodile broke the surface and slammed onto the ground in front of me.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Rotting Crocodile} (Level 9 Undead)

        HP: 460/550

        MP: 100/100

      

      

      Rotting was definitely the right word: the scent of decay coming off the creature was powerful enough that I could smell it through the mint.

      Whole sections of its skin had fallen away, revealing gray bones beneath, and the mob had two vacant sockets where its eyes should have been.

      Its tail was more bones than flesh, but the tip of it was wickedly spiked, and I had little doubt it would put the barbs to good use if given the chance.

      The crocodile scampered forward, moving with surprising speed, grimy water splashing all around it.

      I strafed away and back down the pipe, then released a second Ravenblast with my left hand which crit while I fired off a Fettering Shot with my right.

      The silvery beam struck the creature’s snout, lashing it with chains and slowing its movement to a crawl. It pushed through the snare and eventually triggered the root effect.

      “Croc’s at 53%,” Frank said.

      I nodded and fired a Dreadful Shot just before the root expired. I didn’t really think the fear effect would work given that the creature was undead, but I needed to know for sure.

      A laughing skull chattered toward my target and hit its mark, but sure enough, the word immune drifted up above the creature’s head just as the root broke and the croc resumed its pursuit.

      The crocodile roared, and I stumbled backward and nearly lost my balance. My legs felt leaden and uncooperative, as if they’d fallen asleep.

      “Ghastly Roar,” Frank said. “Your movement speed is reduced by 60% for 3 seconds.”

      I forced myself into a slow backpedal and tried to gauge the distance between the mob and me as I fired off another pair of Ravenblasts. One of the two crit again, chunking the creature down into the range of Dark Harvest.

      Setting my feet, I sent a trio of spirits wailing toward the still-approaching creature. A 253 floated up to the ceiling and the creature skidded toward me, already dead, with its scaly underbelly scraping the pipe.

      I kicked a foot out and stopped the creature from sliding into me. I holstered my weapons to loot the body and came away with a Lesser Soul Gem and a couple of coppers.

      I ran back and repeated the same process at the pool, tossing rocks to pull the crocodiles out one at a time and gunning them down while kiting as much as possible.

      I dropped three of them in quick succession, and while the first two only dropped a pair of Lesser Soul Gems and a chunk of leather, the third dropped a piece of Uncommon gear that represented a sizable upgrade.

      
        
        {Crocorot Hood}

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 19

        Slot: Head

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +3 Intelligence, +3 Dexterity, +3 Constitution

        Armor: +6%

      

      

      The hood was made of thin, pale leather, and it attached itself to my Messenger’s Vest the moment I equipped it. The stats were far better than the Hardened Skullcap I’d been using—the Health was especially welcome—and the Armor was a big improvement too.

      And best of all? The hood was deep enough to shade my face.

      My wildly visible name tag was still a much more pressing issue as far as the manhunt was concerned, but having my features hidden was a definite plus.

      I picked up another rock and tossed it into the pool, but nothing happened. Seemed like I’d finally cleared it out.

      I retreated a bit down the pipe, then put on a burst of speed and leaped above the water. I spun around in the air and activated Shadedrift, then canceled it just before I reached the ladder.

      Twisting back around, I grabbed two of the ladder’s iron rungs. The impact strained my shoulders, but I had no problem holding on. I scaled the ladder and pulled myself up into the pipe, which was bone dry.

      “Those crocs were a nice warm-up, but I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this place. Can’t quite put my finger on it.”

      “It’s probably the feces,” Frank said.

      A shout echoed through the sewers, but I was pretty sure it’d come from somewhere behind me. I eyed the cramped space behind me, then dropped into a jog and ran through the dry pipe.

      A circle of light was shining at the end of it, though it seemed far too early for us to have reached the exit.

      “Eh, you might wanna pull back a bit,” Frank said. “Or go charging off straight ahead with guns blazing. Your choice.”

      I studied the chamber ahead. “What is it?”

      A creature eclipsed the light beyond the pipe.

      I took two quiet steps forward and squinted down the pipe, trying to figure out what it was that I was looking at.

      The newcomer’s legs were thick and muscular, every inch of them covered in the same white scales that I’d seen on the earlier crocodiles, though this thing was standing upright, and it wore a raggedy loincloth around its hips.

      Another shout sounded from behind us, a bit closer than before. The creature froze at the end of the pipe.

      I drew both of my weapons and pointed them down the sewer.

      The creature clamped a clawed hand onto the top of the pipe and dropped to its haunches. Its upper body was long and powerful, and it had the head of a crocodile with a long, muscular tail that was swaying from side to side.

      Our eyes met, and it ducked into the pipe and scrambled forward on all fours, snorting and grunting as it ran.

      I threw out a Fettering Shot then inspected the creature as I wound up a pair of Ravenblasts and backpedaled.

      
        
        {Greater Crocolisk} (Level 9 Undead) (Veteran)

        HP: 950/950

        MP: 300/300

      

      

      I released a pair of blasts, both of which struck the creature in its chest, the twin explosions forcing it back a step. Two 91s drifted up toward the ceiling while I wound up another pair. “Dreadful Shots still a no-go, right? Undead?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “Target Health at 81%.”

      A silvery aura sprang up around the creature and I stopped dead as my entire body locked up at once; a thin layer of stone was racing up my thighs, blanketing my hips and upper body.

      “Stone Stare,” Frank said. “Stunned for 5 seconds.”

      I activated Shadedrift, breaking the stun and causing the stone that had been creeping over me to crumble away onto the floor as I pressed into a shadowy disk and shot backward down the pipe.

      I let Shadedrift run its full distance while eyeing the cooldown on Fettering Shot, then popped back into place and got back to blasting.

      The creature was fast, though; it was gaining on me despite my attempts to kite, making up a substantial amount of ground even as I chunked its Health with spell after spell.

      “Target Health at 40%,” Frank said.

      Fettering Shot came off its cooldown, so I sent another silvery beam at the approaching monster’s chest.

      But the mob twisted sideways and the beam lanced harmlessly down the pipe, the word miss floating up into the air above it.

      I cursed and tried to pick up the pace. The mob was nearly within melee range and was closing fast.

      The pipe opened back up into the rectangular chamber from before, and with Shadedrift on cooldown, I had no hope of zipping across the room as I had earlier.

      So I holstered my weapons, took two long steps and leaped, pinwheeling my arms as I flew through the air and flailed toward the thick waters below.

      I splashed into the pool, righted myself, and made for the ladder on the far side of the chamber just before a second, much larger splash erupted behind me.

      Swimming desperately to stay ahead of the mob, I got a hand on the ladder and began to scramble up it, moving with every ounce of speed I could manage.

      “On your six!” Frank said.

      The water exploded beneath me, and a set of jaws clamped around my calf. The mob jerked and thrashed and stirred the dark waters into whitewash as it tried to rip me off the ladder.

      “Your Health at 70% and rapidly falling.”

      I held on and kicked at the mob with my free leg, and while my attacks connected with the top of its skull for 4, 3, and 5 damage, I wasn’t making any headway, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on for long.

      “You’re at 51%. I like where this is going.”

      I hooked my left arm around the ladder and drew my gun with my right. Then I aimed a blast right between the creature’s beady eyes.

      “34%.”

      After what seemed an excruciatingly long cast time, a violet raven soared out of the barrel of my gun and exploded across the creature’s forehead in a blast of purple smoke.

      The force of the detonation knocked the creature back into the pool and freed my leg. I raced up the ladder but slipped down a few rungs after trying to plant my wounded leg; apparently it wasn’t up to holding my weight just yet.

      I queued up another bolt as I crept higher, just in case I needed it.

      “Coming in hot,” Frank said.

      I stole a glimpse at the pool. The mob was racing toward me, zipping through the water. I aimed and tossed a blast its way and connected for 94, which almost put the mob in the range of Dark Harvest.

      The creature flicked its spiked tail and dove, which did not seem promising. The feeling of dread was still omnipresent, so the mob hadn’t given up.

      I cleared the ladder and drew my other gun. I whirled around on the ledge and aimed both weapons at the water’s surface. I held my spells as they completed, waiting for the right moment to release them.

      I frowned at the dark shape that was swelling beneath the surface. I took a half step back and crouched, readying myself for whatever it was about to do.

      The waters parted and the mob blasted out of them, leaping like an orca with its mouth wide open.

      One glance at it told me all I needed to know; that thing had more than enough momentum to clear the ladder entirely, and its aim was dead-on.

      I released both blasts but didn’t wait to see if they’d connected. Instead, I threw myself down and onto my back while keeping both of my guns pointed straight up into the air.

      The mob sailed clear over me, snapping its jaws as its momentum carried it just a bit too far, its pale, soft underbelly representing the perfect target.

      I activated Dark Harvest just as the mob reached the apex of its flight. Three ghostly spirits ripped into it from below and the spell crit for 495 damage.

      “Target down,” Frank said as the mob smashed into the floor a little ways away, blue sparks flying about its corpse.

      I sheathed both of my weapons but stayed right there on my back, laughing. “That. Was the coolest kill ever.”

      “Meh.”

      I sat up. “What? I thought you’d like that one.”

      “Three out of ten.”

      I picked myself up off the floor and headed down the pipe, looted the corpse and came away with a Soul Gem.

      I was pretty happy with that. I would have vastly preferred a piece of gear, but a Soul Gem represented a point toward my profession. I pocketed it for now, wanting to get through the sewers as soon as possible.

      “Three out ten?” I said. “Really?”

      “Three kicks, three points. That’s all you get.”

      “Really? That fight was like that scene in Free Willy, except the whale got blasted into pieces.”

      I felt Frank cock his nonexistent head in that weird way he had. “You know what? That’s the first half-decent point you’ve ever made. Six out of ten.”

      I barked a laugh. “Thanks, I’ll take a six all day.”

      “Your gratitude disgusts me. Two out of ten.”

      I shrugged, got a running start and Shadedrifted back across the pool, caught the ladder as I had before, and climbed back up into the dry pipe above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      We spent about an hour winding our way deeper into the sewers through a labyrinth of narrow pipes that occasionally led to wider chambers.

      The place was crawling with the smaller crocodiles, which I was more than happy to deal with as I could blast them down with very little downtime, and so long as I started the fights with a good bit of distance between the mobs and me, they tended to die well before their snare ability could do much of anything.

      I avoided the Greater Crocolisks whenever possible owing to how much more time they took to finish off, but I still had to kill a couple of them along the way.

      Between all the mobs, I’d picked up almost 25% of a level, and some pretty decent loot, too:

      
        
        {Copper Coin} x90

        {Rotted Leather} x4

        {Weak Soul Gem} x15

        {Soul Gem} x2

      

      

      “Almost to the Spillway,” Frank said.

      “Spillway? What’s that?”

      “Heart of the sewers. No, wait. The fart of the sewers.”

      “Not funny, not helpful. Try again.”

      “Meh. All of the pipes beneath Koria lead down to a huge, slanted chamber that Stone Mages carved right through the bedrock. Everything flows down from there and washes out beneath the city.

      “The Spillway’s dangerous, especially when it rains. And not in a fun way, either. Whole area can fill up with dirty water in the blink of an eye.”

      I pursed my lips. “And it was raining before we entered the sewers.”

      “Right.”

      Somebody screamed off to my left, the voice sounding through a pipe that was far too narrow to crawl through.

      “Thanks for the heads up. We should keep moving.”

      We wound our way down yet another pipe, this one leading to a long iron walkway that hung high above an impossibly vast chamber. The floor was easily thirty feet below, while the ceiling was maybe ten feet above our elevated position.

      The floor slanted down at a slight angle, and massive stone columns stood in vast rows, extending for as far as I could see to my left and right.

      Off in the distance, a bright line of sunshine was visible, so I figured that was the end of the Spillway. And it was very, very far away.

      The entire structure made me feel just a little bit off. I couldn’t help but stare at the water-worn pillars, at the smooth floor below, and picture a veritable mountain of water rolling through the chamber.

      Judging by the watermarks present on the pillars—some of them twenty, even thirty feet high—that didn’t seem to be a rare occurrence.

      Just then, a call came in.

      
        
        Video Call incoming from Player: {Darling}.

        Accept?

      

      

      I took the call and a silvery window appeared in front of me. Darling peered out of it, her armored frame backlit by the black sands, dark hair framing her sharp features.

      “Hey Ned.”

      “Hello, love of my life,” Frank said, way too quietly for Darling to hear. Then in a louder voice, he said, “Hi Darling.”

      Darling grinned her gap-toothed smile. “Hey there, Frank.”

      I sighed. “Hey. What’s—”

      “I am also present,” House said, appearing directly over Darling’s shoulder and startling her again.

      Darling put a hand to her chest, her eyes wide. “Where the hell did you come from? Why do you keep doing that?”

      “I am unsure as to what I am doing,” House said, “but I apologize for doing it nonetheless.”

      “Typical apologist nonsense,” Frank said.

      “So what’s up?” I said.

      Darling held up a chunk of white stone. “Marble’s going great. Won’t be long until we’ve got a good supply of it.”

      “I’m waiting for the but,” I said.

      “But we’ve got a serious problem.”

      “According to my calculations,” House said, “we currently have nine problems.”

      Darling gave House a tired look, then rubbed her face. “Yeah, sure. Let’s call it nine so we can move on. Because if we don’t say it’s nine, we’ll have to list them individually. In excruciating detail.”

      “Darling concurs that we have exactly nine problems.”

      “I don’t have time for nine, unfortunately,” I said. “But what do you need?”

      “Biggest thing’s the water,” Darling said. I opened my mouth to speak, but she rolled right over me. “Yes, the tree’s fine. It’s flashing every now and then, which is kinda weird, but it seems okay otherwise.”

      I snapped my mouth shut. Of course I’d been about to ask about the tree.

      Darling smiled. “But yeah, the tree’s good.”

      I wasn’t sure I totally agreed. I’d noticed the flashing, too, and whether or not Darling realized it, that represented a problem as well. If I wanted to keep my little courtyard a secret for more than a couple of days, having a giant, strobing tree in the center of it was not exactly ideal.

      But with Tyrann on a warpath that I still didn’t fully understand—and with his capital squatting a few hundred feet above me—I had bigger problems.

      “You were right about the Cult, though—the Sands are positively crawling with other players trying to track you down, plus a ridiculous amount of NPCs garbed in white. And that’s done some seriously weird things to the price of water.”

      I nodded. “Cratered it, I’m guessing.”

      “Yeah. Hasn’t been selling at all.”

      “Are you still asking 3 silver a pop?”

      “Something like that,” she said. “We added a bit of wiggle room, but no dice.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Gonna have to slash that price. No way in hell a player pays 3 silver for a unit of water this early into the game. At that point they’ll just sit and wait for their Mana to regenerate.

      “It didn’t take me long to figure out that water was valuable in the Sands either, so I’d be willing to bet that other people have figured out the same thing and now they’re undercutting us by selling to the NPCs.”

      Darling inclined her head. “How far do you want to cut the price?”

      I thought about it for a moment. “50 coppers.”

      “So 2 silvers and 50 per unit?” she said. “You really think that’s gonna make a difference?”

      “No. I want you to start selling each unit of water at 50 coppers total.”

      Darling drew back at that. “Seriously? That’s going to gut us.”

      “Mmm, I don’t really think it will. I always figured we’d transition to a bulk model at some point, though it’s definitely happening earlier than I hoped it would. Not a big problem, though. There’s just no way in hell the other players are going to pay anything close to 3 silvers a unit.”

      Darling bit her lower lip. “But—”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Really. If we drop the price to 50 coppers or so, we’ll still turn out some huge profits. The only difference is that instead of selling a handful of units for large amounts we’ll be trafficking in mass quantities, and the volume should make up for the loss pretty quick.

      “There’s another benefit, too: I really don’t want the player base making money off water in the Sands. That’s just going to invite competition. But if we undercut everybody now when prices are just getting established, we keep it from being profitable enough for anyone to bother competing with us.”

      “It just… it sounds so low.”

      “Sure, after selling them for 3 silvers a pop,” I said, grinning. “It’s a shame, but that price wasn’t ever going to last. It just couldn’t. And water costs us nothing to make.”

      I licked my lips, already thinking of the Renown perks I’d picked up. If we could really start selling water on a massive scale—beneath the noses of the rest of the player base, no less—I’d be picking up a small amount of Renown and Experience with every coin we earned.

      And if we were able to sustain that for a decent period of time? With that and the Auction House working in tandem…

      “Do you want me to pass the price cut on to Lars?” Darling said. “He’s been doing the bulk of the sales himself, when he’s around. Oh, that’s another problem.”

      “We have arrived at the second problem,” House said.

      Darling sighed. “A bunch of players have been getting flack from NPCs for trading water.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, you need a cloak to trade. They cost 10 gold, so they’re pretty tough to get your hands on unless you feel like killing an NPC who’s wearing one. Guards come running pretty quick with the latter.

      “Lars has a cloak you can borrow if need be, but I don’t think you want to be associated with trafficking water right now. Probably better to convince everyone that it’s an NPC thing to avoid raising suspicion. Market’s no good to us if we blow our cover.”

      She leaned forward and drew closer to the screen. “Maybe flack wasn’t a strong enough word. The Merchant Kings hung a player from one of the rope bridges this morning for selling 2 units. Tied a noose around his neck and pushed him off the platform.”

      I winced. “Really? Well, the Kings’ Decree does say they’re allowed to do that. Still, that’s a hell of an escalation. We got into trouble selling water early on and Lars got beat up pretty bad, but nothing like that… Man, I guess he got off easy. That does really change things.”

      “Yeah?”

      “This means the Kings are going to be a problem in the long term. But for now, I think we can probably spin this to our advantage. Let’s change that price drop a bit.”

      She tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Let’s move down from 3 silver a pop to 1 silver and 50 coppers,” I said. “We offer 50% off all sales for today and tomorrow only. We stick with targeting NPCs for now—players still won’t pay that. But I think if the Kings are actively dissuading players from dealing water, we can afford to keep our prices high for a bit longer.

      “I could see players risking death for 3 silver per trade. That’s a huge amount of coin at this point in the game, and dying doesn’t matter too much if you aren’t hellbent on farming Renown. But if we push that reward down to a silver and a half and the Kings are getting on peoples’ cases anyway?

      “We could probably turn a pretty tidy sum over the next couple days, then gut our prices and start targeting players once we’ve pulled as much as possible out of the NPCs.”

      “Alright,” Darling said. “I’ll pass that on to Lars.”

      “We have concluded the second problem,” House said. “I am pleased with the linear progression of this conversation.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You got anything else that’s urgent?” I gestured around at the Spillway. “I’m not exactly in what you’d call friendly territory right now.”

      “We have arrived at the third problem,” House said.

      Darling pursed her lips. “The guild’s starting to run into some issues with other players out in the Sands owing to our stint together. I’ll handle it.”

      “Great, I hope it’s not too rough for you guys.”

      “Whatever. It was worth it.”

      “Did you scope out the Stronghold and those new Housing Plots?”

      “Got them grabbed up by the people I trust the most, yeah.” She smiled. “It’s gonna be awesome, man. So much potential there. We’re going to have a lair! We’ve already got some buildings started too. Can’t wait until you’ve got some time to check it out.”

      Her enthusiasm was infectious, and I found myself grinning back at her.

      House frowned, then made to speak, but Darling kept going.

      “Haven’t had a chance to head to Highwater. Figure I’ll go and do that myself later today. Getting close to my class change, too.”

      She put her hands on her knees and bent low, acting as if she were speaking to Frank through the window. “Maybe our all-powerful guide could spare a quick word of wisdom or two for his girl?”

      Frank vibrated against my hip.

      “Did you just purr?” I said. “Ugh. Gross.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Frank said, “I clearly whirred. Everybody saw me whir.”

      “Purr, whirr, Po-tay-toe po-tat-toe,” I said.

      “Potatoes?” House said. “Are we growing potatoes?”

      “Shove off with your potatoes, Ned—attractive people are talking,” Frank said. “Darling, what kind of playstyle do you have in mind?”

      “High mobility with as much crowd control as possible,” she said.

      “Who is responsible for the growth of the potatoes?” House said.

      “More offensive or defensive?” Frank said.

      “Offensive if I had to choose,” she said, “but I like being durable.”

      “I’d go with Witchcraft as your next skill and specialize in that,” Frank said. “Keep the two-hander as your weapon of choice and roll a Hex Hunter. Super mobile, solid damage and control. They get bonuses against players and NPCs who have picked a religion, too.

      “Might come in handy with all the Cultists running around. Should be a trainer showing off in Highwater out by the mage’s tower who can hook you up. Just look for the woman using the creepy spells.”

      I shook my head. “Unbelievable. And yet totally believable at the same time.”

      Darling stood back up and grinned at me. “Thanks, Frank. I already love it. It sounds like the best class ever.”

      “I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” I said. “Knowing Frank, that class is probably terrible and he’s only telling you to roll it because he’s got a thing for witches.”

      “Shut up not true,” Frank said a little too quickly.

      “Frank,” Darling said, her voice firm. “Is that true?”

      “…Fine, I like witches,” Frank said. “But it’s a great class, and I think you’ll like it. Plus you gotta go to Highwater anyway.”

      “Wait,” I said. “How do you hate magic but like witches?”

      “Don’t hate the player, hate the game.”

      Darling shrugged. “I’m willing to rock a pointy hat so long as it doesn’t mess with the rest of my armor.”

      Frank purred again, even louder than before, so I unlooped him and set him on the floor.

      “I do not understand what is happening,” House said, “but Frank is making me very uncomfortable. Normal?”

      “Totally normal,” I said. “Frank’s gross.”

      “Excellent,” House said.

      “Am not,” Frank said. “I’m a gentleman and a scholar.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m a gentleman and a scholar, he says, with zero trace of irony or humility.”

      “I am easily the most humble person in this room.”

      “Do you hear yourself when you talk?”

      “Yes. I love the sound of my voice. I find it soothing.”

      “That makes one of us.” I picked him back up and shoved him into his loop. “Okay Darling, I’m sorry but I really gotta get going. If anything else urgent comes up or if you’ve got questions for Frank, just call or shoot me a message.”

      “Will do,” Darling said. “Appreciate the help.”

      House’s eyes went wide. “Are we truly not going to address problems four through nine?”

      “You’ll figure it out, House,” I said.

      “I am deeply concerned that we still have not established who bears responsibility for the potatoes,” House said.

      “Stop fixating on the potatoes,” I said. “That’s not a thing. Say goodbye, Frank.”

      “Bye Darling,” Frank said. “Later House. Make sure you handle that potato thing as soon as possible. The fate of this world depends entirely on you.”

      “Cheers!” Darling said, laughing the word. Then she ended the call before House could raise another objection.

      I glared down at Frank. “You just had to twist the knife there at the end, huh?”

      “Have you met me?” Frank said. “Twisting the knife is what I do. Stab, then twist. Stab, then twist.”

      I sent a quick message to House about letting the potato thing go so it wouldn’t drive her totally insane. I also really didn’t want to get back to the Sands only to find that House had removed the inn as well as the tree to plant a bunch of useless crops.

      Then I realized I’d left something out of that call.

      “I should have checked in with Darling about the religion thing. Wonder if Tyrann has started trying to convert the Vale.”

      “Eh,” Frank said, “you’ll be able to track that on your map once they gain some influence. It’ll say 1% converted, that sorta thing.”

      I pulled up my map but didn’t see anything like that. “Looks like we’re in the clear for now.” I gestured at the exit with one of my pistols. “Alright, let’s get outta here.”
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      I headed across the iron walkway, eying the ground far below as I went.

      Every now and then, voices sounded off in the distance, though I couldn’t tell how close they were, and the echoes made it hard to pinpoint where they were coming from.

      A minute or two later I stepped onto a zigzagging stairwell that moved and swayed beneath me. I looked up at the ceiling, curious.

      The stairwell was independent of the walkway, and it hung from a series of chains that were fastened to the ceiling.

      It looked like the entire stairwell was capable of swinging in an arc, like an oversized pendulum, and the structure put me in mind of a fire escape.

      I made my way down the metal steps, and once again the scale of the chamber was driven home: the seemingly endless space, the massive pillars that held up the ceiling, the line of daylight shining in from far, far off.

      My attention was suddenly diverted when a grinding noise came from behind me.

      “The hell is that?” I said.

      Then, much to Frank’s delight, the screaming started. It seemed to be coming from the same direction as the grinding sound.

      “I suggest you get back up on that walkway very, very quickly,” Frank said.

      The grinding sound built to a roar, then rose to a furor like that of prolonged thunder.

      The entire chamber groaned and shuddered, so I raced back up the stairs, hurtling along as quickly as I could manage.

      The stairwell swung a couple of feet sideways, and I grabbed the nearest handrail just in time to avoid being sent into freefall.

      Then I caught movement beneath me. A whole lot of it.

      Several feet of dark, rushing water was flooding through the chamber, and the fast-moving current was pulling the entire stairwell sideways.

      I swallowed and kept climbing as the distant screams cut off all at once.

      “Stairwell is built to swing,” Frank said. “You really don’t wanna be on it when—”

      A roar from below drowned him out as a massive black wave swept through the Spillway.

      I reached the top of the stairwell, took two long steps and leaped for the walkway.

      The stairs swung away from beneath me, and the entire structure smashed up into the ceiling with terrible force as the wave impacted it from below and tossed it about.

      I rolled as I hit the iron walkway and bounced back to my feet. I stared down at the current rushing beneath us.

      Foam was spraying up through the gaps in the metal walkway, and Frank was already mumbling about how dirty it probably was.

      We only had about ten feet of clearance between us and the river surging below, and the great pillars that lined the Spillway were now mostly submerged as the waters smoothly parted around them.

      “Subterranean tsunamis, huh? Nice.”

      “A tsunami that’s full of crap no less,” Frank said. “Sewer water, remember? That is quite possibly the worst type of tsunami.”

      “Would have been a good thing to know about ahead of time.”

      “I like watching you suffer just as much as the next person—probably a whole lot more, actually—but I draw the line at stuff that also causes me to suffer. If I could’ve mentioned the wave, I would’ve.

      “But I did say it was dangerous down here when it rained. Also, now that you’ve seen one, I can mention that they tend to come in pairs. You’re welcome.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Good chance that this one is going to wash some stuff out, too.”

      “Like what?”

      “Creatures, people, corpses, maybe even some loot. Anyone who gets flushed through will have gotten caught on the upper levels and pushed through the pipes. Whole lotta water flowing through a lot of rusty metal. Think pinball, but with way more blood.”

      The stairwell groaned and slipped back down toward the floor as the flow below eased.

      “So I guess we wait to see what turns up. Then we’ll have to decide whether or not to make a break for it before the second hits.”

      I squatted on the walkway, wondering what exactly we were up against.

      Ten seconds later, I got my answer. A full party of hostile players.

      They washed up onto the spillway below, the entire group spurting out of a huge pipe and skidding across the wet floor, choking and gagging, struggling for breath.

      I darted back onto the stairwell, where the metal railings offered a bit more cover. I was mostly out of their field of view, but I was pretty exposed and their name tags were bright red, so mine certainly was too.

      And the red name tags meant we were dealing with more Cultists.

      I froze and waited, hoping against hope that they wouldn’t look up. No matter their levels, I had zero chance against a full party.

      “The hell, man!” came a voice from below. “T didn’t say anything about that.”

      “Doubt he knew,” someone else said. “But yeah, that sucked.”

      I scanned the group. Tyrann wasn’t among them, but there were five in all, three spellcasters in now-filthy robes, a tank in black armor, plus some sort of ranged damage-dealer with a crossbow strapped to his back.

      “Everybody good?”

      “Just wet,” someone said. “And I stink.”

      “It’ll scrub off. Probably.”

      “It’s not like it’s real crap.”

      “Still gross.”

      Another scream followed from the direction the waters had spilled from, echoing through a particularly massive pipe.

      The players stiffened and went quiet, then the tank scrambled to his feet and moved to the front of the group.

      A corpse floated out, one that very obviously belonged to another player.

      “Anybody recognize that guy?”

      “No.”

      “Not me.”

      Before anyone else could speak, the sound of chains rattling echoed through the chamber, and the huge pipe that the corpse had floated through darkened as a humanoid shape moved within it.

      I couldn’t get a good look at it—its features were hidden in the darkness—but it was easily ten feet tall and incredibly muscled.

      “What the hell is that?” one of the players below said.

      “It’s a mob,” the tank said. “A big one.”

      “I think it’s the one that T was talking about!”

      “Then let’s down it!”

      “I like these guys,” Frank whispered. “They seem trustworthy.”

      “We are literally at war with them,” I said.

      “You’re such a buzzkill,” Frank said. “Nobody’s even died yet. This war totally blows.”

      “Speaking of war again, can I just kill them if need be?”

      “Yup, no consequences,” Frank said. “Normally, if you kill somebody who doesn’t defend themselves, they have a much lower chance of dropping gear and you end up with Karma.

      “If you get enough Karma, your name tag goes black and everybody can kill you without penalties. Plus you’re way, way more likely to drop stuff. But when you’re at war, it’s a free-for-all, no restrictions. But remember: if you’re killed by someone you’re at war with—”

      “Double Renown penalties and a higher chance of dropping gear. Meaning you.”

      “Me,” Frank agreed.

      The creature took a long step out of the shadowy pipe. It closely resembled the Greater Crocolisk I’d seen earlier, though far, far larger.

      It had bone-white skin and wore an iron collar about its neck, a thick piece of metal from which countless iron chains hung, and the collar itself was secured with a massive padlock that rested against the hollow of the mob’s throat.

      The lowest chain links rattled across the floor behind the huge creature as it stalked toward the group.

      I inspected the creature, already knowing what I was about to find.

      
        
        {The Keykeeper} (Level 9 Undead) (Rare) (Elite)

        HP: 9,500/9,500

        MP: 4,000/4,000

      

      

      “Hell yeah!” one of the casters said. He pointed a long staff tipped with a glass orb in the creature’s direction. “We’re definitely in the right place. Everybody ready?”

      “Yup!”

      “Uh huh.”

      The ranger cleared his throat. “Shouldn’t we wait until help arrives?”

      “Why? So somebody else can make the kill? The quest recommends five, and we’ve got a good group. I’ll be damned if I’m going to have spent three hours crawling through these sewers only to hand this thing off to someone else. We earned this kill, so why not us? All T wants is the key.”

      “Bound to be drops other than Tyrann’s key, too.”

      “Loot!”

      The ranger shrugged. “If you say so. But if we lose the key, it’s on you.”

      “I’m good with that,” the caster said.

      I fingered the hilts of my weapons. “I’m gonna make a run for it when they engage. I doubt they’ll notice me while they’re fighting that thing, and even if they do, they won’t be able to follow.”

      “Always about the running,” Frank said.

      I cocked my head at him, then glanced down at the group below.

      Though it was purely coincidental, Frank actually had a point for once. Was I being too quick to run? Maybe I could leverage this fight to my advantage.

      “Actually… let’s wait a little bit. At least until we’ve got a decent idea about whether or not this group has a shot at taking this thing down. Can you say anything about the key they’re talking about?”

      “Nah. What are you thinking? Is it cowardly? It feels like it’s going to be cowardly.”

      “Well, if they wipe, we could go grab whatever they drop once the mob has pathed away. Or maybe the next wave comes and kills them and we can just scoop everything from there.”

      “I knew it.”

      He didn’t know anything, though. I had far bigger hopes for this fight. I just didn’t trust Frank not to shout with glee and blow my cover the moment I suggested something other than a hasty retreat.

      Letting myself be seen down here in the sewers was a risky proposition, but it would also take some heat off the Sands. And if Tyrann needed whatever key it was that this mob held bad enough to keep a team down here for hours—whether it was to upgrade his city or to summon his God or what—then I wanted it too.

      The gargantuan mob roared and dropped onto all fours. It charged directly at the tank, and the iron walkway shuddered beneath me with each of the mob’s resonant footfalls.

      The tank drew his sword and readied his shield while the group spread out behind him. He raised his blade above his head and shadows rippled around him, a purple aura flaring out.

      The aura rushed up his weapon and swirled around his wrist, the light sweeping over him and encircling his body. Several sharp spikes formed atop his armor, erupting from his pauldrons, gauntlets, and leg plates. Maybe some kind of damage reflect ability?

      The Keykeeper reared up as it drew close and slashed out with one huge claw. The tank raised his shield and caught the blow, then staggered backward a few steps as his Health dropped by nearly 30%.

      But he stood his ground as the creature swiped at him again and again while his healer kept him up. His Health bar was all over the place, but the caster was doing his job, and the tank didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger.

      The Keykeeper opened its mouth wide and a greenish gas rushed out from between its jaws, engulfing the tank in thick mist.

      It reeked of rotten eggs—even I could smell it despite the distance—but as far as I could tell it wasn’t doing any damage.

      “It’s eating my armor!” the tank said. “My durability is plummeting, burn it!”

      The other group members joined in, and two of them launched magical projectiles while the ranger flashed a series of metal rounds into the Keykeeper’s side.

      I eyed the healer’s Mana bar, which was depleting at a rapid rate. He was using a quick heal on a one-and-a-half-second cast that didn’t look very efficient; maybe he was struggling to keep the tank up more than I’d realized?

      I smirked. Ganking these guys was getting more and more tempting by the minute.

      The Keykeeper’s eyes flashed red, and its chains warmed with molten light.

      “What’s it doing?” I said.

      “Getting ready to make a big ol’ mess in the best possible way,” Frank said.

      The tank cut off as the mob whirled in place. Its iron chains brightened even further, becoming fully aglow.

      Sparks flew as the creature finished its spin and loosed dozens of red projectiles, links from its chains that broke loose and flew free. The shrapnel peppered the group below, chunking all five of them for nearly 20% of their Health.

      More sparks flew across the walls and the floor and even the underside of the stairwell I was standing on as several links embedded themselves in the metal structure.

      The links flashed once, twice.

      A series of sharp explosions followed, and the walkway shuddered.

      I eyed the group below. The Keykeeper dashed toward the tank, whose Health had dipped beneath 50%.

      The other members of the group were all low and dangerously close to death. The healer threw spell after spell at the tank, trying to keep him up at the expense of everyone else.

      Once he had the tank stabilized, he threw out a powerful area of effect spell that flooded the chamber with golden light and brought the whole group up to 70% but cut a huge chunk out of his mana.

      “I think we got this!” the tank said. “Just keep burning!”

      “Maybe,” the healer said. “But I can’t use that heal again for another three minutes.”

      “Focus!” the ranger said.

      “Frank, how far off is the exit to the Spillway?”

      “You’ll probably clear the second wave if you run now,” he said. “But it might be cutting it close.”

      The creature’s Health was falling rapidly, ticking beneath 30%. Seemed like all of the damage-dealers had popped their cooldowns.

      I cracked a smile and threw a leg over the walkway.

      “What are you doing?” Frank said.

      “Killing several birds with one crocodile.”

      “What? That sounds like something House would say.”

      Far below, the group dropped the Keykeeper beneath 20%. Then the mob began to glow and spin.

      Which was exactly what I was waiting for. I swung my other leg out over the platform and wound up a pair of Ravenblasts.

      “Seriously, what’re you doing?”

      “You said the war’s been boring so far, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      The mob loosed its projectiles again, striking the group members just as it had before. A few of the links clattered into the walkway, as well as the ceiling above me.

      “I was thinking we’d make our worldwide debut.” I opened up the streaming menu and hit record. “What better way to do it than by drawing first blood?”

      Then I stepped off the railing and dropped into the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Glowing links exploded all around me as I plummeted toward the floor with both guns trained on the healer far below.

      The projectiles’ initial impact had dropped him to 80% Health, and the ensuing explosions cut him all the way down to 20%.

      I launched both Ravenblasts in his direction as I fell, then trained one gun on the tank and another on the ranger.

      Still in the air, I sent a Dreadful Shot at the ranger to take him out of the fight for a moment then blasted a Fettering Shot at the tank, aiming to pin him in place so that the Keykeeper could finish him off.

      My two Ravenblasts exploded against the healer’s shoulders from above and he crumpled to the floor, already dead as two yellow 140s drifted up above his head.

      He’d died on the spot. Mustn’t have had anything in the way of Magical Resistance given how hard I’d hit him.

      Still falling, I angled my body toward one of the two offensive spellcasters and Shadedrifted in his direction just before I impacted the ground.

      I shot right beneath him, incapacitating him while also sparing me the fall damage that would have probably killed me otherwise.

      I popped back into place and wound up a pair of blasts on the remaining spellcaster, who still hadn’t realized I’d joined the fight.

      Both attacks struck him simultaneously in the small of the back and finished him off, so I turned around and made equally short work of the caster I’d incapacitated with drift, though I needed three blasts to put him down.

      “Brrat brrat brrat!” Frank said, his voice echoing through the chamber.

      The ranger was still running around mindlessly under the effects of Dreadful Shot, so I tossed another pair of blasts at the tank to speed up the process.

      But to my surprise, both of my spells splashed harmlessly against the tank’s dark armor and his Health jumped up significantly. His sprouted spikes had faded, though.

      The Keykeeper lashed out with its thick tail and caught the tank across the chest, and he rag-dolled across the floor in my direction.

      I stepped over him and pointed both guns into his face just as my Ravenblasts completed.

      “Sorry about this,” I said, “but Tyrann’s not the only one that needs that key.”

      “You ganking piece of—”

      The tank was cut off as my blasts dropped him to 0 Health, and the light faded from his eyes.

      Finally, I turned my attention to the ranger, purple light swirling around the barrels of my weapons.

      My fear was about to expire, but since the Keykeeper was charging his way, I let the beast close the distance, wanting it to be as far away from me as possible when I killed the ranger.

      I sent another pair of violet blasts ripping across the Spillway. Both spells flew right between the Keykeeper’s legs and pelted the ranger, connecting for 102 and 108.

      But I didn’t have to finish him off myself. The Keykeeper snatched him up with one huge hand, raised him high above the floor, then smashed him against the concrete.

      And just like that, the whole party was down.

      The mob kicked the body aside and spun in my direction, its pale skin making it seem to glow with reflected light.

      I scoped it out: it only had a little over 1,000 Health remaining. I threw a Fettering Shot out with one gun and a Ravenblast with the other, then strafed away.

      Fettering Shot had no effect, but my blast chunked 100 Health off the creature’s total, which seemed promising. I kept the blasts coming, running as fast as I could manage as there was no way I stood a chance if I let this thing get close.

      But with how much damage the group had already done, it only took me a few more blasts to work the creature down to the point where a couple of harvests would finish it off.

      I skidded to a stop and pointed both guns in the creature’s direction. I sent a trio of dark spirits heading its way with the first Dark Harvest, which crit for 480.

      The creature staggered in its approach, listing sideways and threatening to tip over. But it managed to keep its feet.

      So I activated Double Cast. A second Dark Harvest soared across the space between us and exploded against the creature’s huge, long skull.

      It dropped belly-first onto the wet floor, purple, blue, and green sparks already flying off its corpse.

      I holstered both of my weapons and stopped the recording. “Frank? Thoughts?”

      “That… was… acceptable,” Frank said. “Consider me not wildly unimpressed.”

      I blinked down at him. “Really? I just murdered five people in cold blood and the only thing you’ve got for me is acceptable?”

      “Acceptable is a big step for you,” Frank said. “Your fists played no role in the bloodshed, and your cowardly approach of waiting until they were defenseless cost you style points. We really gotta work on your sign-off, too.”

      “My sign-off?”

      “Yeah. Sorry Tyrann I also need the key? Lame, dude. Super lame.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be cool, Frank. I just wanted those guys to think that we were after the key and that we’d be diving deeper into the sewers now that we have it. That way, they’ll spend their time searching for us down here instead of assuming we’ve left the area. The whole point of letting them see me at all was so people would stop scouring the Sands.”

      “I get where you’re coming from,” Frank said, “but sounding like a total badass is way more important than accomplishing your goals. Especially when you’re about to kill someone. Take it from me, a weapon.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s a bit over the top, even for you. Badassery over results?”

      “I said it’s more important than accomplishing your goals, Ned. Not goals in general. I’m not a fool, I just happen to be attached to one.”

      “And there it is.”

      “Obviously if we were trying to accomplish what I wanted then the results would be worth considering. But we aren’t, so I’m working with what I have.”

      “Noted.”

      “Still, I award you a seven out of ten for your prior actions.”

      I cocked my head. “Hey. Seven’s actually pretty good.”

      “It’s solid,” Frank said. “It’s mostly owing to the shock factor of seeing you kill someone when you could have run away like the spineless invertebrate we both know you are—”

      “That’s redundant.”

      “So don’t get used to it. But stealing that key is really, really gonna piss Tyrann off. Like, he’s gonna be big mad.”

      “Love hearing that, and that is the hope,” I said as I jogged over to the Keykeeper’s body. “Trying to make it clear that if you join Tyrann’s Cult and therefore his war, it’s just a matter of time before you get ganked by purply birds.”

      “You know, that just might work,” Frank said, “because I cannot imagine a more embarrassing fate than to die at your delicate hands.”

      “Thanks, maybe. Not really sure on that one.”

      I knelt down and looted the Keykeeper and came away with four items in all.

      
        
        You received {Soul Gem} x1!

        You received {Keykept Mantle}!

        You received {Underdark Key}!

        You received {Sludge-coated Blunderbuss}!

      

      

      I inspected the clothing first.

      
        
        {Keykept Mantle}

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 22

        Slot: Shoulders

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +4 Strength, +4 Constitution

        Secondaries: +1% Chance to Hit

        Armor: +5%

      

      

      I threw those on. The pauldrons were white and bulky but surprisingly light, plated with the same pale scales that had armored the Keykeeper.

      “Finally,” Frank said. “A decent piece of gear.”

      “You would think that. Strength’s not ideal, but at this point I’ll take as much Constitution as I can get. The Chance to Hit is amazing, too. Can’t ever have enough of that.”

      “Until you’re hit capped,” Frank said. “At which point it does nothing. You fool.”

      “Am I hit capped, Frank?”

      “No.”

      “Am I even close to being hit capped?”

      “No.”

      “Then shut whatever hole it is you speak out of.”

      “Awfully presumptuous of you to assume I only have one speakable hole.”

      I grimaced and checked the blunderbuss.

      
        
        {Sludge-covered Blunderbuss} (Two-handed Enchanted Blunderbuss)

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 26

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 45

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +7 Intelligence, +7 Constitution

        Secondaries: +10% Critical Strike Chance

      

      

      I did a double-take at the readout. “Wait. A two-handed gun?” I equipped it, and my two pistols popped into their holsters and were replaced by a much larger weapon.

      It looked a lot like a modern shotgun with a wooden stock, but the barrel was a good bit wider, and it flared out even more at the muzzle.

      “Well then,” I said. “This is interesting.” I checked my status bar, thinking I’d find a buff to replace the Dual Wield passive I enjoyed whenever I was using two pistols.

      And I was right.

      
        
        Blunderbuss (Enchanted Firearm)

        Your Ravenblast deals 100% additional damage, but the maximum range of all spells is reduced to 5 yards (down from 40), Ravenblast’s casting time is increased to 2.5 seconds (up from 1.25), and it may not be cast while moving.

        In addition, a Blunderbuss may store up to 1 pre-casted Ravenblast that is not lost when the weapon is unequipped, but you may not store casts in multiple Blunderbusses simultaneously.

      

      

      A grin spread across my face. “Love it. Absolutely love it. The extra cast time kinda cancels out the damage increase but between that blast-storing thing and Double Cast… man. This is awesome. Been wanting something to do in melee range.”

      “Welcome to my life.”

      I braced the weapon against my shoulder, set my feet, then took aim at a distant pipe.

      Then I wound up a Ravenblast and released it.

      The gun kicked back into my shoulder as a purple raven the size of an eagle ripped out of the barrel and spread its wings. It was impressive, but the burst of magic dissipated quickly, fizzling out into sparks as the spell hit its maximum range almost immediately.

      I charged up a second spell and mentally stored it, causing the muzzle to glow with violet light. I switched to my pistols, then swapped back and took aim with the blunderbuss once again. I didn’t release the spell, but its energy was still humming through the weapon.

      “Okay,” I said. “Killing those guys was officially worth it. Can’t wait to play with this thing, but we really need to get moving before those players have a chance to respawn. How far off is the nearest graveyard?”

      “Back at the entrance to the sewers,” Frank said. “They’ve got a bit of a walk ahead of them, should be a couple minutes.”

      “Right.” I dropped my new weapon back into my inventory in favor of my pistols and scoped out the key.

      
        
        {Underdark Key}

        Quality: Epic

      

      

      “Hm,” I said. I popped the key into my hand.

      It was long and thick, about half the length of my forearm, and was made of dark metal that was surprisingly heavy.

      “This is what they were after, huh? Well, whatever it does, I’m glad to have it.” I dropped it into my inventory and ran off to see if the players had dropped anything of note.

      “Yup.”

      “You really don’t have any info on it? Like, can they just wait for the mob to respawn to loot another key?”

      “Eventually,” Frank said. “But the Keykeeper won’t respawn for a couple days at least, and it’s not easy to find. Could even be the better part of a week before it shows up again.”

      “Love it. I wonder if we could find a way to sell this thing to Tyrann somewhere down the line. Might fetch a pretty penny.”

      I finished checking the bodies of the players I’d killed, and two of them had dropped an item.

      I scooped them both up and inspected them.

      
        
        {Silverplated Crossbow} (Two-handed Crossbow)

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 12

        Damage Type: Physical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 19

        Magical Attack: 4

        Speed: Very Slow

      

      

      
        
        {Glassinine Amulet}

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 17

        Slot: Neck

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +5 Intelligence

        Magical Resistance: +13%

      

      

      “Ohhh,” I said. “Upgrade!” I dropped my old necklace into my inventory and slipped the new one around my neck. It was a simple design, a silver chain supporting a large, glassy tear drop.

      The swap cost me a point of Dexterity, but gaining 4 Intelligence was more than worth it. The Magical Resistance was higher, too.

      I dumped the crossbow into my inventory. “Ranger must have dropped his weapon. Can’t lie, I feel kinda bad about that one. But I can’t help but think if I leave it here on the ground he’s gonna show up at some point and murder me with it, so. Dibs.”

      “War is hell,” Frank said. “That’s what I hear, anyway. Personally, I’m a huge fan of wars in general.”

      I Shadedrifted toward the exit and the line of daylight that marked it and hit the ground running as the spell expired. Then the grinding sound started up once again.

      Another wave was on the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, can’t say that’s unexpected,” I said.

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “As your attractive, omnipotent, omniscient, yet humble guide, I advise you to not be here when that wall of liquid crap hits.”

      I squinted ahead, trying the gauge the distance I still had to go. And it did not seem promising.

      The line of daylight was hundreds of yards away, and though I was pretty fast on my feet, that wave earlier had moved very, very fast.

      The grinding sound deepened behind me.

      “What are the odds that this kills me?”

      “Mmm,” Frank said. “Low, but I’m hopeful. You probably won’t drown, but you might get smashed into something. That would be hilarious, right?”

      “Yeah, hilarious. Because I definitely want to drop you in an area that’s going to be flooded with Tyrann’s people in twenty minutes tops.”

      “Hm. I wouldn’t mind being separated from you, but I don’t wanna get dropped into doodoo water.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder and spotted a twenty-foot wall of whitewash frothing toward me.

      And given the violence with which the water was flowing, the wall would be higher before too long.

      I wasn’t going to make it. Not on foot. I opened up my inventory, skidded to a stop, then selected my boat and started summoning it. A cast bar appeared above my head.

      I alternated between staring at the cast bar and willing it forward while gauging the incoming wave of dark water, trying to assure myself that I had enough time.

      But I really wasn’t sure.

      My heart hammered in my chest as the dark water raged forward and my cast bar inched closer to finishing.

      The summon completed with maybe thirty feet between me and the wall of water, so I dove into the boat, braced myself between two of the benches, and held on for dear life.

      The boat lifted up beneath me, and the wave seemed like it was about to flip the small craft over. I scrambled into the rear compartment, intent on weighing that side down to keep it from capsizing.

      It worked, though the initial surge kept the boat pitching and rocking about, and the air was thick with foam and warm, splashing water.

      Gradually, the boat rode up over the initial wall and drifted back onto the smooth, fast currents behind it. We stabilized and picked up speed, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Ned.”

      “What?” I said, still cackling like a lunatic. I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that that had actually worked.

      “You might wanna steer the boat before you smash us both into oblivion.”

      I looked up, eyes widening as the boat rushed directly at one of the Spillway’s massive stone columns.

      “Right.”

      I dashed across the boat, grabbed the wheel with both hands, and jerked it hard to the left.

      The boat’s left side tilted dangerously low to the rushing waters, but I managed to guide us around the pillar with only inches of clearance.

      “Got it,” I said. “Thanks.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I steered the boat between the columns and angled us toward the line of daylight that was now rapidly approaching. The strong currents made for difficult steering, but there was plenty of room between the columns to allow for adjustments.

      I shaded my eyes with one hand as the boat rushed out of the Spillway and into the sunlight beyond. The waters carried us a surprising distance and eventually drained down a steep slope and emptied into a wide lake.

      Once I was sure the worst of the ride was over, I stood up and scoped the area out.

      Koria loomed above and behind us maybe a mile away, the tall, twisting spires of the fog-shrouded city poking up out of the mist. The capital was nestled into the mountain range that framed the coastline, and fog was pouring down between the peaks in misty rivers.

      Despite the distance and the fog, some of the churches that Frank had mentioned earlier were visible thanks to stained glass windows that caught the light and seemed to glow with it, turning whole pockets of mist absolutely radiant.

      And while I couldn’t see much of the city, the few details that I could pick out already had me worried. It was hard to say for sure from here, but Koria looked far, far more developed than the Vale.

      “Should probably get moving,” Frank said.

      “Yeah.” I threw a glance back at the rushing waters. “I hope I threw everybody off with that little stunt back there, but if somebody else washes out of the Spillway right now we won’t be hard to spot. How far out are we from where we need to go?”

      “We’re close. This lake borders the Obelisk Wood.”

      I steered the boat toward the center of the lake, wanting the city high above out of sight as soon as possible. The water was dark but still, and the wind was picking up, which made for quick progress.

      Tall pines lined the shore to either side, and the lake itself was alive with movement: fish jumping and breaking the water, tall, ruby-colored herons wading through the shallows, and a few large, sinister shapes that thankfully seemed content to coast about the bottom of the lake.

      A red name tag caught my eye between two especially thick trunks and filled me with dread; being spotted out here was the last thing I needed.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Pinebelt Ambusher} (Level 8 Beast)

        HP: 700/700

        MP: 400/400

      

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief. The creature looked humanoid at first blush, but in reality it was an ape-like beast with greenish fur and fangs so oversized that I could pick them out from twenty yards.

      The mob thumped the ground with the palms of its hands, then hooted and leaped up into a tree.

      I scanned the quiet forest, seeing it with new eyes—the way the pines sometimes shook with no discernable pattern, the needles that were always falling regardless of whether or not the breeze was blowing.

      The forest floor was eerily still, but the pines were packed with well-camouflaged mobs awaiting an easy meal.

      “Remind me not to charge through those trees if it comes to that, yeah?”

      “I’ll consider it,” Frank said.

      I sent Darling a quick message to check in on her progress, and she responded almost immediately with a quick report.

      The guild had gathered almost all of the Marble we needed, and with thirty-plus people scavenging up raw materials for the Auction House—though none of them knew what the materials were for aside from Darling, Rock, and Nina—the recipe was coming together quickly.

      In an ideal world, I was hoping to double back to the Sands later today, drop off my materials, and have House start construction on the Auction House for me. I wouldn’t be able to stick around to see it through, but I needed to get it started right away owing to the four days it would take to complete.

      Hopefully House could unlock that recipe Frank had mentioned earlier in the near future, because with how much progress Tyrann seemed to be making, four days was starting to feel like an eternity.

      I shook my head. On the far shore, a beach gave way to a narrow footpath that disappeared between the pines.

      “We can hike out from there,” Frank said. “Won’t be long before we hit the wood and we don’t need to worry about the apes.”

      I beached the sailboat, then desummoned it and jogged up the path, where the scent of pine was overpowering.

      Though the trees were less tightly packed than they’d been closer to the lake, I kept a careful eye on each and every canopy as I passed beneath them, earning curious looks from the long-limbed creatures that were squatting on the branches above.

      But I managed to avoid drawing aggro, the grass gradually gave way to bare dirt, and it wasn’t long before the path ended in front of a curious hole that marked the top of a wide, domed hill.

      I scratched the back of my head. The ground to the north, east, and west was barren for the better part of a half-mile. “I thought we were looking for a forest?”

      I opened up my map and found that I’d revealed the zone we were looking for, though I wasn’t sure how or why.

      “Wood,” Frank said. “Obelisk Wood.”

      “Right. I see no obelisks, though. Or woods. Just a big dome with a huge hole in the center. Looks like a really lame volcano.”

      Frank grunted. “You’ll see.”

      “You don’t sound like you’re looking forward to it.”

      “No. Too sparkly. Go check what’s down below.”

      “Sparkly?” I asked as I edged forward. And all of the breath went out of my lungs.

      The entire dome we stood upon was hollow. I was staring down into the underbelly of a colossal, exposed geode.

      The glassy crystals below were jewellike in color—ruby, amethyst, emerald, peridot—and each was the size of a skyscraper. The lot of them formed a messy latticework that hung down from the ceiling and jutted out from the walls and the floor, crisscrossing the space at every imaginable angle.

      The area below was oddly bright. The crystals seemed to absorb sunlight, to the point that some of them were glowing down there in the comparative dark, bathing the walls in hallucinogenic colors.

      “Wow,” I said. “That is—”

      “Sparkly,” Frank said. “And dumb.”

      “I was going to say beautiful, actually.”

      “Ugh.”

      A stairwell descended directly into the stone a few feet behind the hole, so I headed over and started down.

      “So, I know we’re here for a vendor, but are there any quest hubs around?”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “But you gotta hit level 10 first before the quests will become available. Level 10 area.”

      I winced. “Yep. Oh well, can’t be helped. I’m pumped to get into some D-grade stuff. Is there anything around that I could kill that drops glass, or is it all about the vendor?”

      “It’s rare as a drop,” Frank said, “but yeah, all of the mobs here have it in their loot table. You can get more of it with mining, but that ship sailed when you picked your profession, at least until you snag a second at 10.”

      “Worth it. I love my shots.”

      The stairwell brightened as I descended, and the dark stone walls gradually took on a green, sea-glass hue and became increasingly transparent while the stairs did the same, the steps shifting from worn stone to precisely cut glass.

      Once I’d made it about twenty feet down, the interior of the geode became visible directly through the walls.

      I spun in place, trying to take it all in. It seemed that the stairwell had been built into a particularly large emerald obelisk, and we were now moving directly through it on our way to the cavern floor.

      Pale fireflies the size of my fist buzzed between the massive crystals that hugged the ceiling, though a quick inspection revealed that they weren’t targetable.

      However, some of the crystals themselves were cracked in places, usually around the base, and the fissures could be targeted at will. Probably some sort of environmental element.

      I eyed the cavern floor through the increasingly clear walls as we continued to descend, wondering in true Frank fashion what exactly I could kill to hit level 10.

      Then a trio of purple crystals lifted up off the floor.

      “What the hell is that?” I said.

      Though the crystalline wall offered a decent view, and we were nearing the floor by this point, I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was looking at.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Glass Golem} (Level 10 Construct) (Veteran)

        HP: 2,000/2,000

        MP: 500/500

      

      

      The thing was maybe fifteen feet tall, and the purple crystals I’d seen from above were anchored in its back. The creature’s head was round and squat, nestled between broad shoulders in a protective way.

      I’d assumed it was just another rock formation.

      “Wait, two thousand Health?” I said.

      “Yup,” Frank said. “Like I said, this place is tuned for players in D grade. Which you are not wearing, by the way.”

      “I noticed. So… killing these things isn’t strictly necessary when it comes to getting glass?”

      “No. But taking things on unnecessarily and making them dead is kind of what we do.”

      I barked a laugh at that, because he wasn’t wrong.

      “Mmm. I’m thinking I’ll need to kill at least a couple of those guys along the way.”

      “At least nineteen of them,” Frank corrected.

      “That’s oddly specific. Would that start a Hidden Quest or something?”

      “No, I’m just starting high so that I have room to negotiate.”

      “You know, I was about to say that this isn’t a negotiation, but really everything with you is exactly that,” I said as I rounded the last few glass-cut stairs and the sides of the crystal opened up.

      I stepped out onto the cavern floor, which had a surprising amount of give to it, as if I were standing on an inch or two of snow, or maybe sand.

      I rolled my shoulders. “Alright, let’s get to work.” I eyed the mountain of rock and crystal as it paced away from me and wound up a Ravenblast with both guns. “Any tips?”

      “Avoid the fists,” Frank said. “And the feet. And the shins. And the knees and the teeth—especially the teeth—and—”

      “Any helpful tips? There is literally no situation where I’m not avoiding teeth.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “You should have clarified that earlier, but fear doesn’t work on Constructs.”

      I took a deep breath, waited until the creature neared the maximum range of my Ravenblast ability, then sent two violet ravens racing and spinning above the cavern floor.

      I followed up with a quick Fettering Shot to slow the mob down, and the silver beam connected just after the two blasts hit home for 60 and 55, amounts that were nearly 50% lower than I’d hit for back in the sewers.

      So not only did these creatures have massive Health pools, but high Magical Resistance as well. I probably should have figured, given all the rocks.

      The golem spun on me with surprising agility, roared, then stampeded in my direction, using its broad knuckles to run like a gorilla.

      “Target at 94%,” Frank said. “This is gonna be interesting.”

      I leaped a low crystal, twisted in the air and released another pair of blasts, then hit the ground running at full speed.

      The golem shrugged off the attacks and kept coming, not even so much as staggering beneath the force of my spells.

      It smashed right through the low crystal I’d put between us—a yellow one that was nearly three feet thick—and pulverized it into a cloud of amber dust.

      The thing was gaining on me, snare and all. But thankfully Fettering Shot’s root component kicked in while I still had a bit of distance, which let me squeeze a few more blasts in and get back to relative safety.

      “Target at 80%.”

      I readied another pair of blasts as I ran, then turned as I reached max range and prepared to launch another volley.

      Instead, I caught a chunk of ruby crystal to the chest. The projectile knocked the breath out of me and blew me right off my feet, sending me flying horizontally above the floor.

      I smashed into a nearby crystal, my entire body vibrating from head to toe.

      “Your Health at 52%,” Frank said. “If it were me, I’d try to avoid the rocks, too. I didn’t think that needed to be said after the way you whined about my teeth comment, but here we are.”

      I wiped a bit of blood from my lips. I pushed off the wall and ran between two massive crystals that seemed large enough to slow the creature down.

      I got some distance, then pointed my guns at the gap, expecting the mob to smash through the enormous gemstones at any moment.

      Instead, its thundering footfalls went silent, and the cavern quieted but for the droning of the ghostly fireflies high above.

      I still had aggro, though. I could feel it.

      I spun around, wary, peering into and through the jagged, colorful crystals that surrounded me. But as massive as the creature was, there was no sign of it.

      “You seeing anything down there?”

      “Nada,” Frank said.

      “I don’t like this.” I swept my guns in a slow circle, backpedaling all the while. “I don’t like this at all.”

      The soft ground rippled beneath me, surging like a pond that someone had just thrown a rock into. A stony hand ripped up out of the floor, huge fingers grasping.

      I leaped backward and released my Ravenblasts, striking the creature’s exposed palms for 120 and 125.

      Each hand had an odd cluster of crystals embedded in it, and the higher damage readouts made me think I’d found a weak point.

      The golem clawed its way up out of the earth, its huge eyes locked on mine.

      I kept the blasts coming as I retreated, and while I kept aiming at the mob’s palms, the way it used its hands to run made hitting the embedded crystals with any level of consistency almost impossible.

      “Target Health at 65%,” Frank said.

      “Frank,” I said, “can you let me know if that thing chucks another rock at me?”

      “I can try,” Frank said, “but it’s gonna happen quick. I missed that last one.”

      “I’ll be ready with Shadedrift if you can catch it in time.” I rounded a huge cluster of crystals and kept moving while the golem’s footfalls reverberated behind me.

      I took my eyes off the trailing golem for a moment and scanned my surroundings, trying to figure out a more effective strategy.

      The crystals were especially thick here, and they choked the floor into narrow passageways. At first glance it seemed like an ideal place to make a stand, but fighting in cramped quarters seemed like it’d hinder me more than the mob given the way it’d popped right out of the floor.

      Then I had an idea. I put on a burst of speed and ran up a yellow, diagonal crystal that  towered above the floor at a forty-five-degree angle.

      I released a pair of blasts as I neared the top of the crystal, and both ravens struck my opponent as the mob neared the crystal’s base.

      It jerked to a stop and cocked its head up at me.

      I started up another pair of spells, wondering if I was on to something. Maybe the golems were too heavy to climb?

      I sent two more shadowy ravens gliding down the crystal’s length, flying only inches above its glassy span.

      Then the creature raised both hands above its head and laced its fingers together directly above one of the targetable cracks I’d spotted earlier.

      My two spells connected, not that the golem seemed to mind.

      It cocked its hands all the way back between its shoulder blades in preparation for a heavy, two-handed blow. Then the mob smashed the base of the crystal.

      Cracks spidered up the huge, diagonal gem, and the entire structure shivered beneath me.

      I glanced to either side, trying desperately to find another crystal to jump to, but there weren’t any good options.

      The crystal tilted beneath me, snapped, and fell.

      I plummeted, dropping feet-first toward the ground with the huge crystal in free fall beneath me.

      “Rock coming your way,” Frank said.

      I cursed as I fell, thrashing as I tried to angle my back toward the ground below.

      Sure enough, the creature was winding up with a projectile in hand, a stone the size of my head. The damn thing was going to blast me right out of the air, where I’d be totally unable to dodge it.

      And with my Health well below 50%, I wasn’t going to survive another hit.

      The golem threw the stone which ripped toward me, spinning end over end. The accuracy was uncanny; despite everything else going on, I knew it wasn’t about to miss.

      So I twisted a bit more, then activated Shadedrift.

      I’d managed to angle my back mostly toward the ground so I shot downward, drifted right past the collapsing crystal and popped back into place about ten feet off the floor.

      I landed on my feet but had to plant a hand for balance. The fall damage wasn’t bad—it knocked another 10% off my Health—but I still had the falling crystal to worry about.

      And now the thing was directly overhead. I took two quick steps forward and dove headfirst.

      The crystal exploded behind me, putting off a thunderclap so loud and sharp that it left my ears ringing. A huge cloud of yellow dust rushed up into the air, obscuring my surroundings.

      I climbed to my feet. “Frank? Did you catch where it went?”

      “Nope.”

      I equipped my blunderbuss, braced it against my shoulder and backpedaled. I cocked an ear, trying to make sure I’d hear the golem’s approach, while I watched the floor at the same time in case it came from below.

      I squinted around. The dust was oddly bright, as if it was catching the light that was shining down from the hole in the ceiling.

      “Frank? You seeing anything?”

      “Bunch of pee-colored clouds.”

      I sighed.

      “What?” Frank said. “It’s gross. Eh. I guess I’m still kinda bitter about going through the sewers.”

      Then came the sound of footfalls from my left. Heavy ones. The golem burst out of the cloud, running right at me.

      I caught the golem in the chest with a Fettering Shot. Its pursuit slowed, but it was still faster than me, and it was far too close for comfort.

      So instead of running away, I ran directly at the creature with my blunderbuss gripped in both hands.

      It swung one of its huge fists in a wide horizontal arc—an attack that looked more than capable of ripping my head off my shoulders—so I took a few desperate steps and slid feet-first between the golem’s legs.

      The mob’s swing whiffed a few feet over my head. I raised my blunderbuss as I slid beneath the huge creature and angled my weapon at the crystals embedded in its right palm.

      I released the spell, and a huge raven burst out of the barrel and struck the crystals dead on, shattering several of them and sending a yellow 420 up above the creature’s head.

      I swapped to my pistols and ran for it, putting as many crystals between us as I could. I glanced back over my shoulder just in time to see the golem pivot slowly—excruciatingly slowly—then leap nearly eight feet in the air and easily clear two purple crystals at once.

      It hit the ground hard. Thankfully my root kicked in as the mob landed, so I put a bit more distance between us and peppered the creature with Ravenblasts.

      “Target Health at 31%,” Frank said.

      I spotted a crevice a little ways ahead, a narrow crack between two abutting crystals, one red, one yellow, so I bolted for it, readying more spells along the way.

      I twisted sideways as I reached the crevice and slipped between the glassy structures, then popped out on the other side and sent a pair of ravens blasting through the gap—both of which hit home.

      But once the dark cloud the explosions had thrown up cleared, the mob was once again nowhere to be seen. I eyed the floor, expecting the creature to emerge from beneath me at any moment.

      “Up,” Frank said.

      I looked up.

      The mob was staring down at me from above, hanging off a massive crystal with one hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world. It pushed off and plummeted toward me, totally silent.

      I dove back between the crystals, rolled to my feet and tried to launch a Dark Harvest, but I couldn’t get a clean shot.

      Instead, I dashed up another crystal. This one rose with slightly less of an angle than the one the golem had toppled, but was far longer. It had a number of targetable cracks, too, way down low.

      The golem climbed right back over the two huge, gapped crystals, dropped back to the ground, and raced up after me. I fired a Dark Harvest the mob’s way, but it resisted the spell and kept climbing.

      I activated Double Cast, but the spell missed again.

      I cursed under my breath and eyed my Fettering Shot cooldown, which still had a bit of time left on it.

      I kept the blasts coming as the golem closed the gap and as we both rose higher and higher above the cavern floor until we were nearly seventy feet in the air.

      Once I reached the very end of the crystal, I raised my right gun and sent a silvery beam lancing down the structure.

      The golem slowed but kept coming, pushing through the snare I’d inflicted and inching closer and closer to activating the root effect.

      The root kicked in as the mob approached, binding it to the crystal with about ten feet between us. I took a deep breath. “Alright Frank,” I said as I wound up a pair of Ravenblasts. “Wish me luck.”

      Taking two quick steps to my left, I slipped off the side of the crystal and into the air. I twisted around as I fell and took aim at one of the cracks that lined the base of the crystal.

      I let fly with two Ravenblasts, then wound up two more and managed to squeeze them in as I hurtled toward the ground.

      I activated Shadedrift while I was still a few feet up to nullify the fall damage but canceled it immediately and went back to blasting.

      The crystal was cracking and spidering beneath the spells in the same way the first one had before the golem had toppled it.

      The mob was still stuck high above, glued to the crystal.

      I sent two more blasts flying at the crystal, and that finally did it—the entire crystal snapped and fell free while the highest point angled straight toward the ground.

      The creature fell, glued to the crystal as it tumbled and spun toward the earth.

      I raised both guns, but there was no need. The crystal spun and smashed down into the floor with the helpless mob stuck in the space between.

      Blue dust rushed up around the pulverized crystal, brightening the chamber.

      My combat log updated—the beast was finally dead.

      I sank to the floor in disbelief. “That actually worked. I cannot believe that worked.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Frank said.

      “About what?”

      “The golem dying like that. On one hand, it got totally smashed, and I love it when things get smashed. But on the other hand, you didn’t actually do the smashing.”

      “I definitely smashed it.”

      “No, you caused it to be smashed. You passively smashed it. That’s the worst kind of smashing.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “The fight’s over, it’s dead, and we aren’t.” I checked my experience bar, and my jaw nearly hit the floor. That single mob had been worth nearly 7% of a full level. “Holy crap! So much experience!”

      “Yeah, don’t get used to it,” Frank said. “You’re getting a bonus because of the difficulty. It’ll disappear once you qualify for D-grade at 10. The amount you got was actually reduced, too—you lost out on a good chunk because of the environmental damage. Drop chances are also reduced when you take advantage of stuff like that.”

      I nodded and rubbed my chin. It hadn’t been an easy fight by any means—nor a quick one—but if these mobs were going to award that much experience, grinding them until I hit level 10 was definitely worth it.

      And it wasn’t like my luck with Dark Harvest could have been any worse.

      I was dying to get a bit more practice in with my blunderbuss, too. The golems had clearly been built for melee combat, and they were deceptively fast when running in straight lines, but their bulk made them slow to turn. So… maybe I could exploit that? It seemed like it was worth a shot.

      I loaded up my blunderbuss. It was time to go hunting.
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      “Yeah yeah,” Frank said, about half an hour later. “I’m just irritated because it keeps seeming like you’re about to get your skull caved in, so I go and get my hopes up, but then it never actually happens.”

      “Sounds like an opportunity for personal growth if you ask me.”

      “Why would I ask you? I’d never do that. Not even hypothetically.”

      I shrugged and looted the last golem I’d killed, then added the take to the pile so far.

      
        
        {Soul Gem} x8

        {Weak Soul Gem} x5

        {Major Soul Gem} x1

        {Crude Glass} x5

        {Smooth Glass} x2

        {Silver Coin} x7

        {Copper Coin} x75

      

      

      I’d killed eight or so of the golems, and I’d been leaning on the blunderbuss quite a bit. Staying at close-quarters was definitely ideal; the creature’s fists were powerful, but I could dodge them well enough by flitting in and out of melee range.

      The inability to cast while on the move with the blunderbuss was a bigger drawback than I’d initially realized, but it wasn’t impossible to squeeze in a cast here and there, then save it for when the golems exposed their weak spots.

      And best of all, the creatures didn’t throw rocks or melt into the ground so long as I stayed close.

      I dropped to the floor and drank some water to get some regen going. I was loving the Experience and the fights themselves, but the golems’ high Magical Resistance made for a bit of downtime between every two or so kills.

      “Looks like one more golem to hit level 10. Still feels kinda risky being so close to Koria, but I think it’s probably safe to say we weren’t followed at this point. At least, I hope so.”

      “Gotta risk it for the biscuit,” Frank said. “Heh.”

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking I really oughta say that to House because after that potato thing, it seems like food-based idioms are the way to go.”

      I laughed. “True. I miss House. Too bad we had to leave her back in the Sands.”

      “Speaking of the Sands. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I currently bear bad news.”

      “Go on then.”

      “You might wanna check your map.”

      I winced, already knowing where this was going. I pulled up the Onyx Sands on my map and, sure enough, the conversion had officially begun: Tyrann had already managed to turn 3% of the city into Cult worshippers. I shook my head and closed the map.

      “Alright, now we really have to figure out a way to get back to the Sands in the long term. Coming here to throw people off and scout and all that was a great call—and getting the glass wasn’t optional—but we also need to start thinking about our influence back in the Vale. I think it’s about time we put that Alias Renown perk we picked up after the Barbarian fight to good use.”

      I brought the active ability up, though I’d already used it.

      
        
        Initial Active Ability: You may create an Alias to which all of your trade-based activity will automatically be attributed.

        Current Alias: Francis

      

      

      “I wonder if we could use that ability to make it look like somebody else has set up shop in the Vale and taken over. Maybe Francis rode into town and drove us out, that sort of thing.

      “That wouldn’t solve the whole manhunt angle in the slightest, but convincing everyone that we’d left the Vale for good would get us a bit closer to being able to spend time in the Sands without constantly looking over our shoulder. You think that’s doable?”

      “It’s definitely one of your less awful ideas. Auction House would work nicely if you claimed Francis was the one who was building it. Once that’s up and running, the Caravans that you need to send out to build the network will plaster his name all over the place.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek, my excitement building. “That sounds promising, but it’s probably not enough. The Auction House will draw a ton of attention once it’s finished, but I’d like people to have heard of Francis before something dramatic happens. We’d need to lay some groundwork.”

      “But what about Darling?”

      “Huh? What about her?”

      “You promised her she’d be a figurehead or whatever.”

      “Wow, look at you. Worrying about someone other than yourself for a change.”

      “False. I consider Darling and I to be a single entity. So much so that I’ve created a single name for the two of us.”

      I cocked my head at him. “Darlank?

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Frank said. “We only answer to Frarling.”

      “You would put your name first. Anyway, we won’t do anything drastic without filling her in ahead of time. But I’m also not convinced that being someone who pretends to rule the Sands is really what she wants. I don’t think that’s her end game at all, actually.

      “She was just offering to help us out because that’s what we asked her to do, but I think we can do better than that. Plus we’ve got Francis to think about now.”

      “We already know what Darling wants.”

      “Do we?”

      “Two and a half pounds of pure, unadulterated Frank.”

      I laughed. “Seriously though, we’ll do well by her. Let’s just keep the Alias thing in mind, yeah? I don’t think there’s a whole lot we can do just yet, but I think the idea’s got some legs, especially if we start setting it up sooner rather than later.”

      I wiped my lips, then braced the blunderbuss against my shoulder and took aim at a distant, plodding golem. This one was gray with a trio of red crystals sprouting from its back. I cracked a grin.

      “You ready to slip into something a bit more comfortable, Frank?”

      “Are you hitting on me?”

      I dropped the blunderbuss to my side and rubbed my forehead. “D-grade, Frank. I meant D-grade. Because we’re about to hit level 10.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “Good. Because that was really alarming.”

      “I’m surprised that you’d jump to me hitting on you. I don’t even like you as a person.”

      “That’s not a problem. My raw sexual appeal transcends all barriers.”

      “I promise you that it doesn’t,” I said as I stored a Ravenblast in my weapon, then broke into a jog and beelined for the gargantuan creature.

      I hurdled a series of low-lying crystals, then slowed my approach. I shouldered my weapon again and crept forward, waiting for each new step to draw the golem’s attention.

      It stiffened and roared, then scooped up a massive boulder and chucked it my way.

      I’d been waiting for the attack—I’d kept my distance to allow myself ample time to dodge the projectile that I knew would follow—and a quick sidestep sent the projectile sailing through the air to my left.

      I dashed into the very edge of melee range and discharged my stored spell, striking the creature’s right palm with a violent burst of magic.

      I pulled back and readied another blast as I studied the golem’s movements, waiting for its counter.

      And I didn’t have to wait long: it threw a two-piece combination my way, a jab followed by a hook, both of which I outdistanced by dancing back out of melee range.

      I whittled the mob down from there, floating around the very edge of its reach to bait attacks and blasting it with magic in return and storing up blasts whenever I could.

      Once it hit 35%, though, I stepped in closer.

      The mob raised both of its hands high into the air, readying a double hammer blow.

      But before the creature’s hands even started to fall, I hopped a quick 180 and activated Shadedrift. I blurred right beneath the mob and disoriented it out of its attack, then canceled the spell and popped up directly behind it.

      I hit the mob with a Ravenblast right between its shoulder blades with my blunderbuss, Double Cast a second—the first hit for 210 and the second crit for 460—then finished it off with a Dark Harvest.

      The mob slowly started to topple forward. I squeezed my blunderbuss to my chest as my Health ticked down thanks to the blowback from Double Cast. “I officially love this thing.”

      “I will say that I feel significantly less second-hand shame to be accompanying you while you’re using that weapon,” Frank said. “You might as well get rid of your pistols.”

      The golem hit the ground and prompts flooded my screen.

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 10!

        You can now equip D-grade gear!

        You unlocked a second profession slot!

        You may now select a second profession or specialize in {Soul Alchemy} to create a more advanced profession that fits your class!

      

        

      
        Reach level 11 to select a new skill!

        Reach level 15 to begin your Tier III class change!

      

        

      
        One or more of your skills has broken into the next rank!

        Sleep for at least 4 hours to upgrade your skills!

      

      

      I plopped onto the floor, grinning. “New skill at 11? And a new profession? And a new gear tier? Let’s dig in.”

      I dropped the blunderbuss into my inventory and brought up the pistol I’d looted way back in the Barbarian Stronghold.

      
        
        {Fae’s End} (Enchanted Pistol) (Touchstone)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 36

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 42

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +8 Intelligence, +6 Dexterity, +5 Constitution

        Secondaries: +5% Critical Strike Chance

        Touchstone Ability: As long as this item is equipped, you gain the passive ability: {Vampirism}. You may only have 2 pieces of (Touchstone) gear equipped at any time.

      

        

      
        {Vampirism} (Touchstone Passive)

        10% of all damage you deal is now converted into an absorption shield that lasts for 10 seconds.

      

      

      I swapped that out for the sidearm the Pirate King Garithar had given me, which was laughably weak by comparison.

      The gun was small and wooden with iron accents, having been painstakingly carved out of a single length of bone, and the barrel itself passively glowed with pale blue light.

      I pulled up my stat sheet.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The First Citizen)

      

        

      
        Level: 10

        Tier II Class: Shadeslinger

        Gear Level: 135 > 193

      

        

      
        Strength: 18 > 22

        Dexterity: 80 > 89

        Constitution: 31 > 46

        Intelligence: 85 > 102

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 28 > 27

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +4% > +9%

        Haste Rating: +2%

        Hit Rating: +0% > +1%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 36 > 60

      

        

      
        Health: 248 > 368

        Mana: 850 > 1020

      

        

      
        Armor: 29% > 33%

        Magical Resistance: 38% > 41%

      

      

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “Gotta love it when your Magical Attack nearly doubles.”

      “Or, like me, you could not care at all.”

      “I’m surprised that that stat going up didn’t actively bother you.”

      “On second thought,” Frank said, “it does. Consider me bothered.”

      “Alright, I’ll keep pumping it at the expense of everything else. I’m excited to try out that Vampirism passive. I like how quickly my Health is climbing, but it’s still too low for comfort and having a passive bubble will help a lot.

      “Converting 10% of all the damage I deal to Health is just fantastic. What’s up with the profession, though?”

      “Got two choices,” Frank said. “You can pick up a brand-new profession of your choice by visiting a trainer—Machinery, Mining, whatever—like you did the first time around with the Gardener, may he rest in pieces, or you could choose to specialize in Soul Alchemy.

      “That would create a new profession that’s tailored to your class. There will be recipes that benefit others too, but those will be harder to acquire because they’ll only drop when you’re grouped with classes that could use them.”

      “Any idea what that profession would be?”

      “Soulsmithing,” Frank said. “Here.”

      
        
        {Soulsmith}

        Taking Soul Alchemy one step further, a Soulsmith repurposes the souls of the dead into long-lasting runes that empower their wielder’s weapons with powerful elemental effects.

      

      

      “Ohhh,” I said. “Looks similar but more targeted, yeah?”

      “That’s fair.”

      “Any recipes you can link me?”

      “Just one until you pick it up.”

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Stony Raven} (Consumable) (Awards 2 skill points per craft)

        Your {Ravenblast} now fires a stony projectile that pierces any number of targets within range. Targets beyond the first take 50% reduced damage.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Weak Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I raised my eyebrows at the description. “Well now. The ability to pierce would be flat out amazing. Those runes might be way, way more expensive to make than Soul Shots, but I really like the idea of having them last for a full day. Looks similar to what the Pirate King was using back when he taught me Enchanted Firearms.”

      “Yup, exactly.”

      “I guess the real question is what I’m going to be missing out on if I go that route. I really liked being able to help the guild out with all the different shots, and I was looking forward to selling them once the Auction House is online.

      “But if the 90% of the runes I’m making are Shadeslinger-specific, the market for my runes is going to be non-existent. And missing out on another profession is no small thing.”

      “All the recipes you get while leveling will be for whatever class you’re playing at the time,” Frank said, “but you’ll be able to buy or find recipes for other classes too. You just won’t learn them naturally. Like I said, harder to get. But nowhere near impossible.”

      “Interesting. So selling them’s not totally out of the question.”

      “Sure, just keep in mind that there’s gonna be other similar stuff out there too and that you won’t be able to just slap a rune on something if it’s already got a temporary enchantment or improvement on it. Like a blacksmith might give you a Sharpening Stone that makes your sword hit a little harder, but you’d have to choose between having that equipped or using your rune.”

      “Ah, okay,” I said. “So I’m still competing with other professions in a way. Thanks, that’s good info.”

      “Yup.”

      “Great. You know… I think I’m gonna go for it. I don’t know that I want to be leveling two professions at once. We’re already spread thin enough as it is, and at the end of the day, this sounds awesome.”

      I opened my profession window, selected Soul Alchemy, highlighted the Specialize option, and confirmed my choice.

      
        
        Congratulations, you learned the {Soulsmith} profession!

        Your skill in Soulsmithing has been set to 50!

        You unlocked a new Soulsmithing recipe: {Rune of the Stony Raven}!

        You unlocked a new Soulsmithing recipe: {Rune of Rapid Binding}!

        You unlocked a new Soulsmithing recipe: {Rune of Displacement}!

      

      

      I scoped out the two runes I hadn’t seen before.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Rapid Binding} (Consumable) (Awards 4 skill points per craft)

        Your {Fettering Shot} no longer snares your target, but the root effect occurs instantly and lasts 50% longer.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x10.

      

      

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Displacement} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Striking an enemy with {Ravenblast} reduces {Shadedrift}’s remaining cooldown by 2 seconds.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x15.

      

      

      “Oh man,” I said. “I am so excited about this. How many can I equip at once?”

      “Two if you’re dual wielding,” Frank said. “Pistols are handy like that, in that each effect is applied to every spell you cast. So you get to double dip there—the rune isn’t limited to the weapon they’re on for dual wield items.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “You could also stick one on your blunderbuss, but you wouldn’t benefit from it unless the weapon was equipped.”

      I nodded and checked my inventory. I could make any of those runes right now save the last, though doing so would exhaust my supply of gems completely. “Think I’ll hold off for now. See what we’re up against next before we commit to a full-day rune.”

      “Sounds good, but we should probably call House right now,” Frank said. “I miss her terribly.”

      “No you don’t,” I said. “You just wanna mention the biscuit thing and you’re impatient. And for what it’s worth, I doubt you’re going to get the reaction you want. She’ll just waste some coppers on biscuits or something like that.”

      “True,” Frank said. “But we’re about to find out. Otherwise I’m just gonna keep whining about it until it happens.”

      “Fine,” I said as I brought up the video call menu. “But only because I could really use an update from her end, especially when it comes to the Machinery stuff.”

      I dialed her, and she picked up before the call had a chance to ring.

      “Hello I am House,” House said. She stood in the hidden courtyard, her back to the inn.

      Lars stood a few feet to her left with a gray flute pressed to his lips. He’d driven a wooden stake into the ground and placed an apple on top of it, and he stared at the piece of fruit as he played on.

      I was about to ask what he was doing when Frank spoke up because of course he did.

      “House, we’ve got beef and we need you to settle it.”

      “Are you already making stew?” House said. “I am not prepared to participate.”

      “Huh?” Frank said.

      House looked down at her feet, and the window swiveled to reveal the young trees that she had planted plus multiple rows of dirt with small green leaves poking out here and there.

      “The potatoes are not ready.” She sighed, and her shoulders slumped. “I have failed in my most essential of duties.”

      “Heh,” Frank said. “I can’t believe she actually planted some. I mean, I’m not surprised, but that’s awesome.”

      “Don’t worry about the potatoes, House,” I said. “They’re not important. Potatoes will never, ever be important no matter what Frank says about them.”

      House cocked her head. “But does the fate of the world not—”

      “No. It does not depend on potatoes. Nothing depends on potatoes.”

      “Wow,” Frank said. “Way to erase the plight of the Irish.”

      “What?”

      “I see,” House said. “Am I the victim of what one would call a practical joke?”

      “Pretty much,” I said. “And not a particularly good one either. Anyway, we don’t have much time—how’s the Lumber coming? And how is Machinery going?”

      “Machinery has been going quite well,” House said. “Darling has been supplying me with Soul Gems, and I have unlocked seven recipes that I hope will be of use.”

      “Wow, that’s nice of her,” I said. “Never asked her to do that.”

      “My Arborist profession has been slightly disappointing thus far, though I have already harvested one full round of Lumber and just recently planted the second round of trees.”

      I hesitated, waiting for her to continue. “You wanna, like… tell me about the recipes? Actually, scratch that: describe the three you think will be most useful in as few words as possible. I’m especially interested in things that might speed up my progress.”

      “Nice House speak,” Frank said.

      “Certainly. One: an engine that can be affixed to any personal watercraft. Two: a mount that expedites your rate of travel. Three: a golem that reduces the build time of player housing structures by 50%. Would you consider any of these things to be useful?”

      “There it is!” I said. “The golem’s what you were talking about, right Frank?”

      “I did speak wisely about that in the past, yes,” Frank said.

      “That’s awesome, House. Those all sound fantastic.”

      “Excellent,” House said. “It seemed to me that much of your progress is gated behind logistics, so I was aiming to reduce those obstacles.”

      “Perfect. Can you make all three of those things?”

      “I currently lack the materials to create any one of them. But if Darling continues to supply me at her current rate, I believe I will be able to finish all three in the coming days.”

      “Great. But let’s prioritize the golem thing at the expense of the others. A mount would be great and sailing faster would be amazing, but the sooner we can use that golem, the faster the Auction House comes online.

      “And that’s going to be huge for us. Plus I don’t want to ask too much of the guild, and I assume that’s where the gems are coming from.”

      “I look forward to contributing to the largeness of the Auction House.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her, debating whether or not to correct the phrase, but I wasn’t even sure where to start with that one.

      “Have I once again made it weird?” House said. She eyed her feet. “That is Darling’s phrase. She is quite kind in general, but she often says that I make things weird unnecessarily. I find it helpful, but also frustrating.”

      “Uh… yeah. Sorry, but that’s just kind of an awkward phrase. Not a bad one though. It’s alright House, it happens. You did great with the profession stuff and that’s way more important.”

      “Is making things weird considered normal?”

      “Normal enough,” I said. “Just look at Frank. He makes everything weird.”

      “Yeah, but I do it on purpose,” Frank said.

      “I am relieved,” House said, as a gray leaf drifted across her face.

      “Good. Oh hey—did Kline get in touch with you? How do you feel about his update thing? He wants to get you fighting again.”

      “Yes, the prospect excites me.” She hesitated. “I am especially looking forward to spilling the blood of our enemies across the Onyx Sands.”

      I glanced down at Frank. “Really?”

      “What?” he said.

      “We both heard what she just said, right?”

      “You wanted me to help her become human, yeah? It’s not my fault that she’s starting to pick up my awesome vocabulary.”

      “Awesome vocabulary,” I said. “Right.”

      “I put a lot of thought into my word choices,” Frank said. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      I sighed. “You know what? If you’re actually trying to help her out then that’s awesome, side effects and all. So you’re on board with the update, House?”

      “I am rather concerned about the social implications of the update, but I am otherwise fully on the board.”

      “Social implications?”

      “It is difficult to articulate my concerns in layman’s terms. But as proposed, Kline’s update seems as if it might lead to bodily awkwardness on my part.”

      “Oh no!” Frank said. “That’d be terrible and also a totally new thing that hasn’t ever happened before.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “How will you cope?” Frank said. “How will any of us cope? There’s going to be so much coping.”

      I flicked him. “Don’t be mean to House. She’s trying.”

      “It’s not mean if she doesn’t get it,” he whispered.

      “Still.”

      “Never mind, House, scratch the coping.”

      House looked up. “How do you propose I reach it?”

      “Huh?” Frank said. “Oh. Oh, God. That just wounded me on a spiritual level.”

      “I’m glad Frank’s suffering but let’s get back to the update,” I said. “You’re excited overall though, right? I’d really love to be able to have you tag along and fight with me, but you should pass if you think the update’s going to be too much for you. We can always come back to it later on.” I shrugged. “Or just skip it entirely if needed.”

      “My concerns aside,” House said, “I remain excited by the potential for growth that the update represents.”

      “Great. Frank and I will help you out however we can, just let us know.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Frank said.

      “No, we both know you’re gonna help her out the moment she asks. You’re just being prickly.”

      “I am not… eh. I am not not prickly.”

      “Don’t I know it. Hey House, what’s Lars doing over there?”

      “He is attempting to destroy that apple with sound waves,” House said. “It does not appear to be working.”

      I inclined my head. “Well, at least he’s getting back to music. Not really what I was getting at when I said to get stronger but he’s trying, so let’s call that a win.”

      “We already know the dude can pop rabbits,” Frank said. “Fruit seems like a step in the wrong direction if you ask me.”

      “Alright House, we gotta—” I cut off as another leaf landed atop House’s shoulder. “Where are those leaves coming from?”

      “Leaves?” House said. She spun around and the window followed her.

      I stared up at the tree, frowning. It looked normal enough, but its growth seemed to have slowed, if not stopped entirely, and some of its leaves had lost their stormy colors. “That doesn’t look great to me. Almost seems like it’s dying.”

      A gust of wind rustled the branches and loosed a flurry of leaves into the breeze, many of which drifted up above the nearby rooftops and filtered down into the surrounding streets.

      House cleared her throat. “This seems like a not weird time to mention that the tree’s water production has slowed by 45% in the last three hours. Shall I add that to the list of current problems? If so, it would be number ten, which in my opinion is an excellent number.”

      I rubbed my temples. “Frank? Tell me this thing isn’t dying.”

      “This thing isn’t dying.”

      “Do you actually mean that or are you just indulging me?”

      “I would literally die before I indulged you,” Frank said. “It’s not dying. It’s evolving.”

      “I see. Any way I can speed that up? We need this thing.”

      “A massive amount of Mana would do it. Like, a truly preposterous amount. But before you ask, no, I can’t say anything about how you’d pull that off, given your current level. Just gonna take some time.”

      I released a deep breath. “Okay, so this is salvageable. Which is good, because I’m not ready to give up on it.” I kicked a toe against the stone, thinking.

      “Maybe Sarissa can help somehow? She might know what we’re dealing with. I don’t know where else we can really turn for help on magical stuff. And we seriously cannot afford to have our water supply cut off just yet.

      “That’s everything to us right now, and even if the Auction House comes through and we use that golem thing, we’re probably still looking at a decent chunk of time before it’s turning out any income at all. And even then, we’ll still have to build the network out.”

      I ran my hands through my hair, then rubbed my face. “Ah well. If the water runs out, we’ll just have to find a way to adapt.”

      I sent Darling a quick message, asking her to expedite her trip to the Highwater City. It seemed like a long shot that Sarissa would be able to help, but even a tiny bit of info would help, and Darling was already headed that way.

      “Alright House,” I said. “We really gotta run. You’re doing great, though. Keep it up.”

      “Thank you,” House said.

      “Just make sure you—” Frank started, but I ended the call before he could finish. “Hey! I was still talking to her!”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s why I cut off the call. Because I could tell you were about to be deliberately unhelpful.” I fixed him with a firm look. “Again.”

      “Unhelpful, yes,” Frank said. “But also funny.”

      “Not worth it,” I said.

      “You can’t know that because you have no idea how funny it was going to be.”

      “Yeah yeah. Let’s go find that vendor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tunnel’s just up ahead,” Frank said, after a bit of a hike.

      Coming round an especially large pink crystal, I found I’d reached a sapphire wall with a perfectly circular opening carved into it.

      I crept down the tunnel, guns drawn just in case.

      “I hate that I’m about to say this,” Frank said, “but put your weapons away. This guy’s friendly and he spooks easy.”

      Nodding, I holstered my pistols. “I’m gonna be really mad if you’re lying and disarming myself gets me killed.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind for the future.”

      I popped out the other side of the tunnel and came face to face—well, face to knee—with the largest golem thus far.

      
        
        {Glassmaster Morn} (Level ?? Construct) (Legend)

        HP: 670,000/670,000

        MP: 400,000/400,000

      

      

      This one was made of black glass shot through with streaks of blue, and his eyes burned with orange light.

      Morn smiled, revealing a set of sparkly, diamond-studded teeth. “Hello, small one,” he said, in a slow, gravelly drawl.

      He dropped to one knee, and his green name tag popped into view. Whatever Morn was, he was obviously friendly.

      “Hello there,” I said. I approached at a cautious pace with my hands at my sides, leaving the cramped tunnel behind and entering a wide, domed chamber.

      The space was like a subterranean cathedral, with a high ceiling held up by long thin pillars, with great windows and sweeping angles.

      The ceiling itself was made of stained glass, positioned just so that it caught the light emanating from the hole high above, making the entire space look like something out of an acid trip.

      “Huh,” Frank said. “This guy should have a quest for you now that you’re 10, but I’m not seeing it.”

      “Was it important?”

      “Nah, just a fetch quest. Not a big deal, just weird is all.”

      I shrugged. “Then that’s fine by me, would rather just get the glass and get back to everybody in the Sands, or go level in an area that’s closer to home. I really want to be around for House when the time comes if possible, though I don’t know what that will really look like with the manhunt thing going on. Oh, and Lars, too.”

      “Yeah, it’s just that quests don’t disappear all that much,” he said. “Means this zone is changing.”

      “Maybe because of what Tyrann’s got going on in Koria? And the island.”

      “Probably.”

      The glassy giant sat down in front of us and folded his legs beneath him. “Who might you be, elf? And what has brought you to my sanctum?”

      “My name’s Ned. I was just hoping we could do a bit of trading.”

      “Ah, of course,” Morn said.

      “I obviously need no introduction,” Frank said.

      “True,” I said.

      “Do it anyway.”

      “I really should have seen that coming. Morn, this is—”

      The giant slammed his hands to either side of me with startling speed. He leaned forward and put his huge face only inches from mine. His eyes were low and fixed on Frank.

      “The Axe of Unbridled Knowledge,” Morn said, notes of awe coloring his tone. “Incredible.”

      “I deserve that,” Frank said. “Pay attention, Ned. This is how I ought to be greeted.”

      The giant raised his eyes to mine. “How did you come to wield such a weapon, elf?” He cocked his head. “Elf… no. What are you? I’ve not seen your type, and I have been around for a very long time.”

      “Wield is a strong word,” Frank said. “I just kinda dangle here.”

      “He was a gift,” I said. “And I belong to a new race: the Blood Fae.”

      Morn sat up straight.

      “A new race?” he said, his eyes wide. But he looked more fearful than impressed. “Axe, does he speak the truth?”

      “Yeah, for once in his miserable existence,” Frank said.

      Morn rose to his feet and took to pacing the width of his sanctum. “First the Crystalline Dwarves begin to stir, then the rivers reverse course, now this.” He eyed the chamber. “The elders were right. The world truly cannot hold.”

      “Cannot hold?” I said.

      “Pst,” Frank said.

      
        
        Codex Entry 823: The Crystalline Dwarves

        Sealed away within the bowels of the earth by a powerful sorcerer, the Crystalline Dwarves have slumbered within the huge gemstones of the Obelisk Wood for decades.

      

      

      “What is it that you’re afraid of?” I said.

      “Can you truly not feel it?” Morn said. “The earth is crying out, and its rhythms are changing. I fear that something truly terrible is coming.”

      I pursed my lips, thinking of the strange Red Cathedral that was building itself back in the Sands. But it seemed like mentioning that would only spook Morn further.

      The giant stomped over to the nearest sapphire wall, and as he trailed a finger across it in a wide arc, a thin line was left behind.

      “Come,” he said. “Your news of change is the last straw. This place is no longer safe for either of us. And I do not want your blood on my hands when the dwarves fully awaken.”

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “I don’t know what’s happening, and I don’t like it.”

      “How can you not know?”

      “Maybe one of Tyrann’s Ripples changed this place? Dunno. I’d trade with Morn as soon as you can just to be safe. If he’s leaving then it’s possible he’s about to lose his status as a vendor.”

      Morn tapped the arc he’d made, and the entire section of the wall collapsed outward and left behind a passageway that led back into the geode.

      “Morn, would you mind parting with a bit of glass first?”

      “Of course,” the golem said, and a vendor menu popped up.

      The results were mixed. He had 22 Smooth Glass for sale, which was more than enough for the Auction House—a definite win—but I’d been hoping to leave the Obelisk Wood with a huge stockpile in hand.

      The stuff was pricey, too, clocking in at 4 silver coins a pop. And after giving the bulk of my money to House, I couldn’t even afford enough to complete my building.

      My heart rate picked up; what if what Morn valued had also changed? I couldn’t afford to leave this place without the glass.

      “Morn,” I said. “How much would you give me for these?” I threw everything I’d purchased back at the Vale into his window, an assortment of Red, Green, and Yellow Dyes, and hoped that would be enough.

      “Mmm,” Morn said.

      “Uh oh,” Frank said.

      “Uh oh?”

      Morn grunted. “I will purchase each of your Dyes for 3 silver.”

      I did some quick math. That meant if I traded him all 26 of my Dyes, I’d only be out 10 silver.

      “He should be offering twice that,” Frank said, his irritation obvious.

      “What about an even swap for your glass, Morn?”

      A flash of irritation crossed the giant’s glassy face. “No.”

      “Careful,” Frank said.

      “3 each then,” I said. I didn’t want to risk pissing him off and blowing the whole transaction.

      I threw all of my Dyes plus the additional silver into the window and cleaned him out, then eyed the resulting prompt with a deep sigh of relief.

      
        
        You received {Smooth Glass} x22!

      

      

      Darling and company should have finished with the Marble by now, and House hopefully had the Lumber in hand between growing what we needed and buying the rest, so all that was left was a quick trip back.

      Morn ducked his huge head and stepped out through the entryway he’d made.

      I glanced down at Frank. “What do you think? I assume we could take that river route back from here, yeah?”

      “Normally I’d say go for it, but…”

      “But he said the river had reversed course.”

      “Yep. But I don’t have any idea if we’re talking about the same river.”

      “Which makes it a risk.” I eyed the hole the giant had created. “I kinda want to see where this goes regardless. If this zone is changing before anybody’s really quested here, Tyrann must have triggered something pretty far-reaching, or this Cathedral thing is even bigger than it seems. And either way, I need to know what’s going on.”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “Then let’s just see what happens with Morn, and if things go south we’ll bail and roll the dice on that underground river. But if we can get Morn to move to the Sands or something like that, that’d be huge. We’re going to be running out of glass before long, and Tyrann’s in a great position to hoard it given Koria’s location.”

      I dashed through the opening and followed Morn out into the geode. I spotted a golem hanging above us—its great bulk dangling off the very edge of a ruby crystal—but the creature clambered away at the sight of Morn.

      “You’re really leaving?” I said. “Just like that?”

      “I have been considering it for quite some time,” Morn said. “And the world has left me little choice.”

      “But where are you going to go?”

      He remained quiet for a long moment, then stopped in a hollow between three massive, violet crystals. “Elsewhere, I suppose. Please, come here.”

      I stepped up beside him. The hole in the ceiling above was still several hundred feet away, and a number of golems were moving in my peripheral, peeking at us from atop the nearest crystals or from the gaps between those that rose from the floor.

      Morn raised a huge hand into the air, and the soft ground beneath me pulled together and crystallized into glass. The newly formed crystal rose beneath us like a piston and rapidly expanded, pushing us toward the ceiling until the tip punched through the center of the hole.

      I waited for the crystal to stop, then jumped off and landed in the bare dirt beside the rim.

      Morn snapped his fingers. The crystal buckled, then crumbled apart and toppled right back down into the Obelisk Wood. “Goodbye, Fae. It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, however brief.”

      “Wow,” Frank said. “He’s actually leaving.”

      “Hold on a second. You really don’t know where you’re going, right? Do you at least know what you’re after?”

      The giant pursed his glassy lips. “Quiet. Stability.”

      I squinted up at him. “What about the Onyx Sands? We have plenty of space and—”

      He cut me off with a gesture. “The Sands might not be the epicenter of these changes, but that place is altering even faster than the Obelisk Wood. No, I will head north for now, where the world remains still and cold. If you’d like to trade further, you may seek me out there.”

      “Nice try,” Frank whispered.

      I dropped my voice. “Eh. I didn’t really think it would work, but there’s no harm in trying.”

      I caught a flash of red moving through the dark trees below, in the direction of Koria.

      “I saw that too,” Frank said. “Seems promising.”

      I stepped behind Morn and scanned the pines beyond from behind one of his huge legs. Little glints of red flared between the dark trees every now and then, and from such a great distance it almost looked like the forest floor was burning.

      The trees themselves were alive, too, shuddering and shaking as the apes that clung to them fled whatever was heading my way.

      Then I put it together: a line of players was pushing through the zone, and the red was coming from their name tags.

      “Damn,” I said. “The Cult must have already finished searching the sewers. That or taking that key pissed Tyrann off even more than we assumed and he’s widening his search. Whatever. We got what we came for. Time to bail out.”

      “Just drop right back down into the Obelisk Wood and I’ll lead you to the river.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But I wonder if we can do better than that. I’d kill for a trip through Koria right now.”

      “Right this way,” Frank said, and I felt him gesture at the approaching players.

      I ignored him and looked the giant up and down. I already knew that line of sight prevented name tags from being visible, so maybe…

      “Morn,” I said, “if you’re heading north, that means you’re going through Koria, right?”

      He nodded his huge head. “It’s been a long time since I’ve ventured into the city, but I’ve always found it friendly. From there, I’ll take to the ocean. Better that than to chance the mountains while the deep earth is roiling.”

      A round of laughter reached me—the players were drawing closer. And if I could see them…

      “If you’re gonna run,” Frank said, “and we both know you’re gonna run, you should probably do it now so I can start mocking you.”

      “You’re not wrong… but I’d really like to get a look at what Tyrann’s up to in Koria. And I think I might just be able to make that work. But Frank?”

      “Yeah?” Frank said.

      “You are really, really going to hate this. Morn?”

      “Yes, Fae?”

      “I’m going to pay for you for this, so I want you to hear me out, okay?”
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      “This is easily the worst idea you’ve ever had,” Frank said. “And that’s saying something.”

      “I think it’s pretty clever.”

      Morn dropped down to one knee, grabbed me in one giant fist, opened wide, and placed me straight into his cavernous mouth.

      Frank groaned. “I just don’t get how you can look at Morn and your first thought is, Hey dude, lemme climb up into your mouth. This is gross. Is he not aware that we had to pass through the sewers to reach him?”

      I dropped down behind Morn’s teeth, and he partly closed his mouth but left a thin gap for me to look through.

      “What are you even complaining about? There’s no spit, no tongue, nothing. It’s just a load of glass, man. And if this goes well, it’s going to give us some insight into what exactly Tyrann has accomplished so far.”

      “It’s the idea of the thing,” Frank said. “Why not just have him clasp his hands?”

      “Because then he’d be obviously holding something.”

      “Ready?” Morn said, garbling the word.

      “Ready as we’re gonna be,” I said.

      Morn started walking, and I had to grab onto two of his bottom teeth to keep from being tossed around.

      “Stupid sneaking,” Frank said. “Stupid, glassy mouth. Stupid—”

      “Keep it down. We’re getting close to the moment of truth.”

      Morn headed down the gentle hill that housed the Obelisk Wood and waded into the trees beneath it.

      He pushed the larger pines aside as he moved, taking great care not to break them, though he couldn’t help but trample some of the bushes and smaller saplings.

      A shout reached me from up ahead, and I spotted a thin line of red peeking through the trees. Then another, and another.

      It looked like the better part of a hundred players were heading our way, sweeping the zone as they went. I drew my guns but didn’t ready anything because I didn’t want to make Morn’s mouth glow if I could help it.

      “There’s something up ahead!” someone called. “Something big, and it’s coming our way.”

      “It’s a giant!”

      “Damn, look at the Health on that thing!”

      “It’s friendly, ignore it. We’ve got a job to do.”

      Morn stepped right over a pair of players, then moved through and around the enemy lines with the same deliberate care he’d shown the trees.

      “Still not seeing anything.”

      “Weird-looking hill up ahead.”

      “Y’all are clustering up, fan out a bit. We need that key, but that axe would be nice, too. Tyrann tell you what that thing can do?”

      “It feels good to be wanted,” Frank whispered.

      “Shut up,” I hissed.

      “I still can’t believe the devs put that thing in the game.”

      “Tyrann says it’s even stronger than that alert claimed, too.”

      “Also feels good to be appreciated,” Frank said. “I wonder if we’re being too hasty in judging these guys.”

      “It’s amazing just how far a compliment goes with you,” I said, my voice low.

      “Are the graveyards covered?”

      “Should be by now,” someone said. “We’ve got the exits locked too. If he’s out here, we’ll find him. Tyrann said that if this is the way he came, there’s no easy way out.”

      “Guess he hasn’t found the underground river,” I said. “Good to know he’s still missing things despite having this many players to work with.”

      “What did Tyrann say about the…”

      The voices trailed off as Morn pressed on toward Koria and left the players behind, eating up the distance with long strides.

      I pumped a fist. “Told you that would work.”

      “I took issue with the method,” Frank said, “not the results.”

      Morn stepped between two huge pines and the forest abruptly ended, giving way on my left to the lake we’d sailed across and Koria’s walls high above, where the fog had finally burned off in the afternoon light.

      Morn began the climb, and though the base of the mountain that the city was built upon had tight switchbacks carved into it, Morn strode up them as if they were simply a giant staircase.

      The wall above was massive—easily thirty feet high—and it resembled a dam in the way it perfectly spanned the gap between two massive mountains.

      Armored NPCs paced the ramparts with halberds and crossbows in hand, while others sat around cookfires that flickered through the crenels, smoke billowing up from a half-dozen places.

      The wall had three huge gates, though the center-most one was thrice the size of the others, wide enough for three or four carriages to cross abreast and so tall that Morn would have to duck his head slightly on his way in.

      I couldn’t glimpse much of the city beyond the walls, though the steeples were still obvious, great spires of delicate stone that reached high into the air, their highest points capped by an iron circle with a diagonal slash cutting through it.

      But with the aid of our current vantage point—we were now about halfway up the switchbacks thanks to Morn’s tireless pace—another structure was looming even larger.

      Far below, tucked about a hundred yards from the lake and just behind an especially thick copse of trees, another red portal was hanging in the air, dropping bricks onto the red structure beneath it.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {The Red Cathedral}

        Completion rate: 31%.

      

      

      The higher completion rate wasn’t a surprise given its appearance: while the Cathedral back in the Sands had been little more than a red portal spinning sideways over a red brick foundation, this Cathedral’s first floor was almost entirely complete, and I could already pick out the gothic spires that would soon be soaring high into the air.

      “Well,” I said, “I guess it’s safe to say that the Codex was correct when it was talking about multiple Cathedrals. But why is this one so far ahead?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “I bet it’s got something to do with the way everything is changing. All the Ripples and so on. Seems possible, especially with Kline whining that things are starting to happen too fast.”

      “Maybe,” Frank said.

      We reached the entryway and found guards lining the central gatehouse to either side, all clad in heavy armor, and though none moved as Morn approached, it was clear they were watching him.

      He stomped his way between the formation, waving occasionally in an almost childlike way.

      He ducked his head beneath the gate, causing me to slide around and press up against his teeth, the world tilting in front of me and revealing a dark-bricked road.

      Morn looked up and stopped in place, jostling us yet again. “Beautiful,” he said. “What a new, sharp thing.”

      I climbed back into position and peeked between his front teeth. Morn was staring up at an especially tall needle, a singular tower of black stone that punched up toward the clouds overhead.

      A halo of white energy capped the very point of the needle, spinning slightly just beneath the clouds overhead. Looked a lot like Faith to me.

      And now that I’d seen it, I could pick out the little halos surrounding the other spires as well, though they were all poor imitations of the central one, ghostly where it was well-defined.

      But even then, the amount of Faith spinning around that spire paled in comparison to the torrent I’d seen whirling about Tyrann’s blockaded island.

      “Mmm,” Morn said as he started down the central avenue.

      The road was pristine, lined to either side with inns and shops, forges, and all manner of homes, and despite the early hour, it was absolutely packed with NPCs and players alike, all of whom gave Morn a wide berth.

      The buildings were predominantly made of white stone, which reminded me of the Vale, though these structures had a certain gleam that made them look cleaner and brighter, and the great bulk of the storefronts were draped with thick green vines with buds.

      Morn veered sharply to his right, then knelt in front of a shop that smelled so overwhelmingly of chocolate that it set my mouth to watering.

      An especially large bud bloomed right in front of him, revealing a huge purple flower that put out a burst of yellow pollen as it emerged from the greenery.

      “Got something on that you should probably see,” Frank said.

      
        
        Codex Entry 741: Fogdrinker Flower

        Found only in Koria, the vine that anchors the Fogdrinker Flower feeds on mist rather than sunshine. Though its blooms are commonplace, fully matured Fogdrinker Flowers often fetch a high price owing to their alchemical potential.

      

      

      “Only in Koria, huh?” I looked down the street, where dozens of other flowers were also blooming, their violet petals lending a much-needed splash of color to the white walls.

      “These things are everywhere. And that Codex entry means these buildings might as well be growing gold. But I don’t see anyone harvesting them, so maybe Tyrann and company haven’t figured out what they’re sitting on just yet.”

      “Harvesting them is gated by your skill in Herbalism,” Frank said. “Takes a good amount of skill, but it’s a matter of time before somebody’s snatching them up.”

      “Well, hopefully it takes a couple days at the very least.”

      Morn pressed on down the central avenue, which sloped aggressively down from the peak where the gatehouse loomed behind us; it seemed like the entire city had been built on a thirty-degree slope, with the lowest buildings butting up against the harbor far below.

      I picked out some narrow trenches that paralleled the street to either side as we moved lower, and the sound of rushing water quickly became omnipresent, which made me wonder if the trenches were a part of the drainage system that had so explosively flooded the sewers far below.

      Speaking of buildings, though. “Frank?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Why did Koria start so far ahead of the Withered Vale?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s a capital too, right? We didn’t start with anywhere near this level of infrastructure. I know the churches are new, but it doesn’t seem right that the Vale would start off where it did when Tyrann starts with this.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “What do you…” I trailed off as my skin flushed hot. I opened up my Housing Menu and scanned for available plots.

      And I found absolutely nothing. Not a single plot was available in the entirety of Koria. I gazed around through the gap in Morn’s glassy teeth, seeing the city with new, horrified eyes.

      I’d made the exact same mistake that others had while looking at my inn; I’d assumed that the NPCs were running the show.

      “Holy crap,” I said. “They built all this? The shops, the churches?”

      “Yep,” Frank said. “Whole lot of buildings. Everything you’re seeing is Tier I, though. And there’s a good bit of variance in what a capital starts with too, and Koria and the Vale are at opposite ends of the spectrum.”

      That helped a bit but… man. The sheer scale of the city was absolutely awe-inspiring, and knowing that a huge chunk of it had already been created by the other players left me feeling more than a little jealous.

      But at the same time, the prospect was exciting too; this city was already beautiful a few days in, which spoke to what a place like the Vale was capable of becoming.

      “Man,” I said. “We gotta step up our building game.”

      “Hate to interrupt—well, no, I don’t—but something big’s going on down at the Grate.”

      “The Grate?”

      “Focal point of the city,” Frank said. “Look down the avenue. It’s where all the water runs and drains out.”

      I peered down the street, and my eyes slid immediately to a player dressed in a pristine white robe with a thin hood pulled down low and two large swords crossed over his back.

      Tyrann.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Morn,” I said, “I’ll give you a bonus if you can get me close to that guy in white.”

      The giant was approaching the Grate, which looked like a giant shower drain, a massive circular disk with long, narrow slits for the waters to run to.

      All of the trenches I’d seen earlier seemed to converge at this very point, and the ornate stonework that surrounded the grate was covered at all times by a thin sheet of moving water. The ocean sparkled beyond it, and two more avenues split off to the left and right.

      Tyrann stood at the very center of the Grate, his white robes wet and clinging to a powerful frame. An enormous crowd was ringed around him, several hundred players at least—the great majority of them already marked as hostile to me—as well as a huge number of NPCs.

      I pulled up the streaming client again and entered his name into the search bar, and he popped up right away at the very top of the list with millions of viewers.

      “…so much worse than a locust,” Tyrann said, his deep voice carrying clearly over the sounds of the crowd milling all around. “A plague upon this city, upon this world, upon every one of you.”

      He had a certain magnetism to him, the unsettling confidence of a man who was most at home in front of a crowd.

      He spotted Morn and did a double-take, but he kept rolling without missing a beat.

      “People of Koria,” he said, “of EBO as a whole, I’m begging you. Please, listen to me before it’s too late. I promise you that it is so, so much worse than we feared.”

      A murmur went up around the Grate as Morn edged around it, but Tyrann raised his voice and pressed on.

      “What did you think when you first heard that someone had bought out every Head Start slot for themselves? That it was a joke? A PR stunt? Some sad, lonely kid’s desperate attempt to grab the spotlight?”

      I rolled my eyes, but the crowd snickered.

      “Those are all understandable reactions,” Tyrann said. “But me… my first thought was that Ned’s actions were a warning. An indication of just how far he’s willing to go to claim this world for himself. Even if it means ruining it for the rest of us.

      “Friends, I’m speaking out because I’m terrified of the direction this game is headed. Because of the direction Ned is trying to take it. Think about it: his first act was to steal the launch and hoard it for himself. His second move was to wipe out a playable race so that he alone can play it.”

      “And that’s just the damage we know about,” Tyrann continued. “He is poisoning this world, friends. And I know you may not share my fears just yet, but I promise you they’re merited. But more than anything else, I need you to understand what kind of person we’re dealing with.

      “Ned is the type to take, and take, and take, regardless of the world he’s living in. If he can use his wealth to buy an advantage, he will, and to hell with the consequences for everybody else.”

      “Yeah yeah,” I said quietly. “He has no idea what we’ve been doing since we arrived.”

      “And not only that, but he’s armed with quite possibly the most powerful weapon in all of EBO, which he essentially put on his credit card. Is that really the world we want to live in? Is that the world we want to create? One where you can pay to win?”

      One of Tyrann’s white-robed Cultists stepped out from the crowd and whispered something to him, and the two continued to go back and forth, speaking with quiet urgency while the crowd held its collective breath.

      “You know,” Frank said, “I’m starting to warm up to this Tyrann guy too. I feel like he gets me.”

      “He does not get you, Frank. And you’re not a powerful weapon. You’re a cosmetic item.”

      “Says you.”

      “No, says EBO. You have no stats.”

      “Still wouldn’t kill you to swing me around a little bit from time to time.”

      “In what world would that not get me killed? Frank’s fantasy land?”

      “No, you would die a lot in Frank’s fantasy land. Like a lot a lot. In fact, I would go so far as to say that would be the main attraction, at least for me.

      “But I do like the sound of that, and I obviously deserve a theme park. We should pitch that to my dad and say it was my idea.”

      “Can we shelve this for now?”

      “Fine. But we’re not done here.”

      “Look, whether Tyrann is exaggerating about what you can do is really irrelevant; he could be like, Ned kicks dogs just to hear the sounds they make, and at this point, everybody would be like, Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “You kick dogs?” Frank said. “I mean I’m not surprised, but that seems cartoonishly evil even for—”

      “Are you deliberately missing the point?

      “Maybe.”

      “All I’m saying is that if people hate something, they’re quick to believe the worst about whatever it is, and he’s clearly setting me up as the big bad. He’s trying to convince the rest of the world that I’m the villain and he’s the hero.”

      “You did hand him a pretty compelling script there.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. The worst part is that I can see it working, too. The player base spends every waking moment hunting me down because I’m the real threat while Tyrann births a God in the background.

      “Gotta hand it to the guy—it’s a good angle. Especially when he’s promising to share every bit of information he finds. Not that he’s followed through with that, as far as I’m aware.”

      Tyrann rubbed his face with both hands, then pointed down the avenue to his left. The Cultist he’d been speaking with nodded, then moved back into the crowd.

      “Apologies,” Tyrann said. “We are less than a week in, and the Axe of Unbridled Knowledge has already turned Ned into by far the most powerful player in all of EBO. And, fittingly enough, it seems that we’ve just had our first run-in with Ned.”

      A murmur went through the crowd.

      “And unsurprisingly, it ended with him single-handedly wiping out ten of our highest level players. We’re currently estimating him at around level 20.”

      I rolled my eyes. I’d only killed five people, and the mob had done the real damage.

      And level 20? That was ludicrous, so much so that I was tempted to post the clip I’d recorded, though I wasn’t sure that would really accomplish anything.

      “Do you remember when I told you all that I’d located the key to our city’s future? An item that would finally put an end to the ceaseless stream of monsters that creep up out of the sewers at night to haunt our beautiful streets?”

      The crowd groaned, already knowing what was coming.

      “Ned took that from us, too. He swooped in and stole it out from under us for no reason other than because he knew we wanted it. He’ll never use that key.

      “I don’t think he even can. But that’s not the point, is it?” He peered around. “And how do you think he knew when to strike? How did he time it so very perfectly?”

      “The axe!” someone said, and the crowd erupted.

      “Exactly,” Tyrann said.

      “Nice,” Frank said.

      “That’s crap and we both know it. You don’t have access to that kind of information.”

      “Yeah, but I’m here for his version of reality.”

      “So this is what we’re dealing with,” Tyrann said. “A player who’s had an all-knowing AI guiding him through the optimal paths to power from the very moment he logged in.

      “A player with no conscience, with no regard for anyone else’s experience so long as he gets to turn the world into his own personal playground.

      “And on top of all of that, the amount of money he’s spent so far guarantees that he has the developers’ ear. Listen, friends. I’m not exaggerating when I say that Ned and his goals represent an existential threat to EBO.

      “Think about it. If Ned is allowed to buy his way to the apex of this game, what’s to stop it from happening again? Do you honestly think that there aren’t people like him out there at this very moment, wondering if they might do the same thing with another launch?

      “Do you think the other studios out there aren’t already salivating at the thought of raking in millions before their game even goes live? This isn’t just about EBO, friends—it’s about every game that follows it, forever.

      “I don’t know about you, but I hate the idea of logging in to a new world only to find out that its rulers have already been set in stone and there is nothing I can do about it.

      “I hate the idea of having some rich schmuck cruise through the game while the rest of us have to earn our levels. And most of all, I hate the idea that if Ned gets his way, that sort of world could very well become our present as well as our future.”

      He paused, and a mix of cheers and boos went up.

      “The Cult of Information has already gone all in on removing the axe from Ned’s possession, but trust me when I say that the scales are tilted firmly in his favor. And we’re going to need help to reset the balance. I implore you—each and every one of you—to join us. Or at least to join in the hunt and help us slow him down.

      “But I can promise you this: if I or any of my followers get our hands on that axe, instead of using it to turn ourselves into veritable gods, we’ll use it to build a better world for all of us. A game that we can enjoy for decades.

      “And as a token of our goodwill, I’m throwing a guide up on my page right now. The sum total of every bit of data the Cult of Information has compiled to this point: write-ups on the class system, races, starting areas, economics, housing, everything.

      “All totally free, forever, to anyone who’s interested, no questions asked. And that’s only the beginning.” He inclined his head. “Thank you for listening. Have a blessed day, and please, consider our future.”

      He bowed and departed to roaring applause while the members of his entourage fell in around him.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, hard.

      “You good there, elf boy?” Frank said.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Just irritated. I was really hoping that this would just go away, or that we’d have a single religion against us or something. But Tyrann’s recruiting an army, and he’s not going to let up because this made up conflict benefits him even if we’re not really in the picture. All he needs to do sell people on the idea of a war.”

      “You sure you don’t wanna kill him where he stands?”

      “You know what, Frank? If I thought there was even the slightest chance I could pull that off and get away, I’d seriously consider it. We can’t let him turn the whole world against us, man. At least, not yet. We gotta figure out a way to shut him down.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “But at the same time, if we actually managed to take him out of the game somehow, all that would do is prove to the rest of the world that we’re the threat he’s worried about.”

      I squinted at Tyrann, who was still walking away. “I really wish we could just murder the hell out of that guy. Feels like that would clarify things somehow, though I know it wouldn’t.”

      “The sound of progress,” Frank said. “Agonizingly slow progress, but still.”

      “Morn,” I said, “thank you for that. That was really helpful. Would you mind heading for the harbor? Maybe you can wade out until nobody’s around and we’ll go our separate ways from there.”

      The giant nodded and headed for the beach.

      “It’s just frustrating that nobody else is seeing the real picture. Like, I’m a threat to the game because I got here three days early and I’ve got, what, three people I can trust? Five at best. Two of whom can’t even fight.

      “Meanwhile Tyrann has a legion of players willing to do whatever he wants, he’s near the top of the Renown Ladder despite starting after me, and he’s already bringing a God into the world. I mean, come on. How is he not the threat that people are worried about?”

      “You ready for me to blow your mind?” Frank said. “It’s because—”

      “People like him. Yeah, I know.”

      Frank paused. “Wow. You just couldn’t let me have my moment in the sun, huh?”

      “It wasn’t a moment, Frank. It was a rhetorical question that you decided to answer.”

      “Sure it was. Seriously though, it doesn’t help your case that he’s the one doling out information to the masses while you’re keeping secrets.”

      “Yeah, you’re right there.” I blew out a puff of air. “We could compile some info and release it, but there’s no way that gets Tyrann off our back. He’ll just lie and say we’re keeping the good stuff to ourselves. Plus that would actively eat into what little edge we have left.”

      I grabbed onto one of Morn’s teeth as the giant stepped over a crew of sailors who were passing wooden boxes down an assembly line and loading them off their ship into a trio of waiting carriages.

      “The whole sharing information thing is scary too, no matter how you break it down,” I said when the sailors were behind us.

      “I realize that fear runs your life, but I don’t get how you can be afraid of information.”

      “It’s not the information itself. It’s like there are two options. Either Tyrann is lying and once he has you he’ll hoard all of the best info for the cult, which is a scary thought with how many people he’s got behind him. Or, if he’s telling the truth, then that’s almost as bad.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Say Tyrann kills me and scoops you up, then power levels to end game to get rid of your restrictions. He keeps his word and he releases every single bit of information that you can access to the masses way, way ahead of schedule. What do you think that would look like?”

      “Pure chaos? Death and destruction? Probably not, but an axe can dream.”

      “I guess I’m just afraid of what this game would look like with all the layers peeled back. All of my favorite moments in gaming have always been during launches, or at least during that first period when the dust is still settling and we’re all just figuring it out.

      “But if Tyrann releases every bit of information at once, then everything’s solved. There’s no mystery left, no wonder. All of a sudden there’s a meta and there’s the one efficient way to power-level and there are two or three professions that everybody’s taking because they’re the best for end game content and…” I trailed off, sighing.

      “I don’t know man. Playing meta builds is fun and level-capped content is great, but I’m not ready to feel like I’m just grinding to end game so that the real grind can begin. I don’t want this world to lose its magic any faster than it needs to, you know?”

      “You’re talking about me, right? If so, then yes, I totally get what you’re saying.”

      I shook my head. “You are unbelievable.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But it doesn’t really matter where Tyrann’s head is at. This is personal now, and we can’t afford to let this go.”

      “As if I’d let literally anything go ever,” Frank said. “Tyrann wants a war, right? So let’s give him a war.”

      “I don’t think he does, actually. I think he wants a distraction.” I rubbed my chin, thinking of the key I’d taken from him. “I wonder how he’d treat someone who offered to help him out, and if we can figure out a way to make that key work for us. I wonder if he’s telling the truth about that monster thing, too. With stuff creeping up into Koria at night from the sewers.”

      “Can’t comment on that,” Frank said, “but have you considered that instead of the subterfuge angle we could instead stick with the war thing that I suggested originally?”

      “You know, if all else fails, we may have to do just that.”

      “Yeah, let’s give Tyrann the war he wants. Right now.”

      “…No. Not right now.”

      “Let’s give Tyrann the war he wants in fifteen minutes.”

      “Ugh. This is what I get for agreeing with you. No immediate war, Frank. We need to figure out what the hell fighting Tyrann even looks like first. He’s the one with the army, remember?”

      “Who are you as a person if you let your lack of an army stop you from going to war?”

      “I don’t know, I guess that makes me basically everyone?”

      “I guess if you’re content to be average then that’s your prerogative.”

      “Are you even trying to make sense?”

      “Nah, I was mostly phoning it in. I kinda tuned you out again when you said no to immediate war.”

      “Oh. Yeah, that checks out.”

      Morn stomped down the misty beach and away from the harbor, leaving the many boats and their gawking crews behind.

      Then a subtle pop sounded from the back of Morn’s throat.

      “So rebalance it,” Kline said. “I don’t care what level it was intended for. We’ll redesign it if we need to. Yes, of course I’m aware of the timetable. It’s my timetable.”

      I turned around and opened my mouth to speak, but he held up a finger to cut me off.

      “Can you believe this guy?” I said. “Who pops into a room and immediately shushes the people inside?”

      Frank didn’t respond, and I was unsurprised to find that he’d already been sheathed.

      “Figure it out,” Kline said. “Or I’ll find someone who will.” He tapped his ear and gazed out through the gap in Morn’s smile, looking more than a little dazed.

      “You, uh… you alright?”

      “What?” he said.

      “You look like crap. And I’m not even trying to be funny or mean or anything—you look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “I’m fine. Everything is fine.” He rubbed his face. “The House update is live. It didn’t go as well or as smoothly as I’d hoped, but she’s greenlit for combat.”

      Kline exhaled deeply and tapped his ear again. “Give me a minute. Yes, I know it’s urgent. Everything is urgent at this point. Hold on.”

      He tapped his ear once more. “She’ll be fine. Probably.”

      “Probably?”

      “You’ll see. It’s a definite upgrade.”

      “Any comment on the whole Tyrann thing?” I said.

      “What Tyrann thing?”

      “He’s claiming that I’m getting special treatment because of the purchases.”

      Kline gestured at himself. “Well… aren’t you?”

      “I mean, yeah, but not in the way he’s saying.”

      “That’s not my problem.” He pursed his lips, then sighed. “I guess it is kind of my problem. I might need to table these little meetings for a while.

      “I can’t afford to be distracted at this juncture, nor do I want to lend Tyrann’s rumors any credence. The last thing I need is for someone to find out that we’ve been communicating and kick that hornet’s nest all over again.”

      “Oh no,” I said, in as flat a voice as I could manage. “Not that. Please, anything but you not showing up as often.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Good luck with your House. I’ll be keeping a close eye on her from here on out.” He popped away.

      I pulled Frank back out and stuck him in his loop.

      “Him again?” Frank said.

      I considered lying for a moment to spare Frank’s feelings—which was a truly bizarre thought to have on behalf of an axe—but I didn’t want to lie to him.

      “Yeah. House is combat-ready, something’s going wrong on Kline’s end, and we’re on our own as far as Tyrann’s nonsense is concerned.”

      “So he preemptively sheathed me again. Awesome. Things do not appear to have gotten better.”

      “That uh… that might be my fault.”

      “Huh?”

      “I may have told him to stop being such an asshole to you the last time he showed up. Sheathing you and all right off the bat. My bad, I probably should have figured he’d go in the opposite direction with that.”

      “Why?” Frank said.

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you tell him to stop?”

      I blinked. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or confused or what. “I dunno. I guess it just hit a nerve. But everything Kline does irritates me, so.”

      A beat of silence passed.

      “Whatever, I’m over it,” Frank said, in truly unconvincing fashion. “I could have told you about the Kline stuff anyway.”

      I perked up at that. “That something was going badly for him in the game?”

      “Oh no, nothing’s wrong there. Nothing ever goes wrong with the Ripple System. I mean, how could anything go wrong with the Ripple System when it constantly has Kline’s undivided attention?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “I mean, it’s not like the Ripple System is out here just free ballin’ it completely on its own with no oversight or acknowledgment whatsoever no matter how hard it works, right?”

      “Uh… I agree.”

      “Because that would just be a travesty, right? Nobody would ever let that happen.”

      “Definitely not.”

      Frank took a deep breath. “Anyway, as I’ve now clearly established, the Ripple System is totally fine, as you would expect.” He grunted. “I can’t say much on what’s actually up, but it’s not a question of what or how. It’s a question of when.”

      A bit of sea spray reached me, brisk water that smelled of salt and open air. Looking around, I saw that Morn had stomped out into the ocean and waded into the breakers.

      “Thanks for the clarification,” I said, though that hadn’t really clarified anything for me other than the fact that Frank was really, really angry. “Morn, if you could just take us a bit farther out, we’ll, uh…we’ll be on our way.”

      “Huh,” Frank said. “I kinda forgot he was here.”

      “You know, if you needed to, like, talk to someone about your dad or anything—”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Fair enough. But I’m just saying: if you’ve ever gotta rant about someone for whatever reason, maybe without specifying who you’re talking about, I’m around. You basically live on my hip. Least I can do.”

      “I appreciate your use of caveats,” Frank said. “But like I said, I’m totally over it. In fact, I was never not over it. No, I’ve been under it from the get go.”

      “Alright then, I’m glad to have whatever that was wrapped up. We should probably figure out where we’re heading next. I want 15 as soon as possible so we can get another class change done, but we gotta deliver the Smooth Glass before we do anything else so we can get the Auction House building and get to work on the Francis thing, so heading toward the Sands is mandatory. You got any other suggestions?”

      “There are a couple zones to the south of the Sands we could check out,” Frank said. “These two are both 10-14, and not too far from the Vale.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 1476: The Craterlands

        A wide swath of limestone riddled with sinkholes, the Craterlands were once the beating heart of a sweeping, subterranean estuary. Now, they harbor little more than dry bones and the fishlike creatures who proved quickest to adapt when the waters stopped running.

      

      

      
        
        Codex Entry 5404: The Cursed Eye

        Sitting at the heart of a massive, perpetual whirlpool, the Cursed Eye—an exposed section of the ocean floor with a circular wall of water raging all around it—is yet another new hazard in an increasingly dangerous world.

      

      

      I skimmed the two entries and came away leaning hard toward the Cursed Eye.

      I liked the idea of adventuring out in the ocean, especially because I found it hard to believe that many people would be aware of that area, let alone both have a boat and be capable of leveling there.

      “There’s another one of those high Codex entries,” I said. “Cursed Eye sounds cool. And the fact that it’s new sounds promising as well. Seems like we ought to lean into the things-are-changing element.”

      “Wow, look at that,” Frank said, “Hey, speaking of new things, I also recommend that you choose the Cursed Eye, but I’m not allowed to give you any information as to why that’s a good idea. I wonder if anyone ever considered how it might feel to be in that wildly frustrating position until the very end of time. Spoiler: they didn’t.”

      “…Yeah, I was kind of thinking that was the pick too, so.”

      “Great choice,” he said, loudly.

      “You know it’s understandable if you’re upset, right?”

      “I am cool as a cucumber,” Frank shouted.

      I tried to stifle a laugh with my hand, but it didn’t really work. “Sorry, I’m sorry. It’s not funny, it’s just… I’ve never heard someone yell that phrase before.”

      “I was clearly shouting for emphasis.”

      “Clearly.”

      The conversation was suddenly interrupted as Morn nearly tipped over—I slid toward his teeth, but the giant managed to catch himself.

      “We have reached a shelf where the ocean floor plunges,” he said. “I believe that this is where we part ways.”

      He opened his mouth wide, and I leaned out and peered around. As far as I could tell, the coast was clear. I could still make out a number of players and NPCs flitting about the harbor, but they were far too distant for their name tags to be visible.

      “Great,” I said. I started summoning my boat, and at the same time I opened up a trade menu and dumped all of the silver I’d promised Morn in plus a little bonus, which was pretty much everything I had. “Thanks again, Morn. I might look you up up north at some point if you’re still trading.”

      “I would like that,” the giant said.

      My boat appeared, so I hopped out of Morn’s mouth and landed between two of the benches, then got up and grabbed the wheel.

      “Good luck,” Morn said. “I hope that you and your strange weapon find some measure of peace before long.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Frank said, but Morn stepped off the shelf and vanished beneath the waves amid an explosion of bubbles.

      “A mystery for the ages.”

      I opened up my map to get my bearings and almost immediately regretted it—9% of the Withered Vale had been converted.

      “Ah well. Alright Frank, it’s still a little early to pass out but we’ve got a bit of a trip in front of us and I’d like to sleep for a little bit so I can snag those skill upgrades. Any way we can make that happen?”

      “You can set the boat to auto, yeah. It’ll just go straight until it beaches itself.”

      “So I can point it at the Sands and just lay down for a bit? And you’ll wake me up if or when something goes terribly wrong?”

      “Sure.”

      “You’re good with that?”

      “I vastly prefer the moments when you’re unconscious.”

      “Alright. Well, wake me up if you get bored. We’re not far off from adding House to the party, and I’m pumped to see what that looks like in actual combat.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Alright man. I’ll see you in a bit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up fool,” Frank said.

      I cracked an eye at him while notifications scrolled in my peripheral.

      A couple of World-firsts and three more Ripples had occurred while I’d been sleeping: the guild Goon had Razed a second city, a player named Scion had caused a low-level zone to shoot up in difficulty by causing some sort of magical, zombie-like apocalypse, and somebody called Easy had triggered a volcanic eruption that had created a new chain of islands with a bunch of available housing.

      I rubbed my face and sat up. “What’s up?”

      Night had fallen, the sky above was clear and cloudless, and the green moon was looming large and bright and stupid.

      “We’ve got company,” Frank said. “Three players, if not more.”

      I squinted and was just able to make out the silhouette of a larger vessel against the horizon, a three-masted sailboat with multiple decks.

      I caught glimpses of red every now and then, too—those were probably the name tags of the players who were controlling the vessel.

      “More Cultists,” I said. I put my hands behind the back of my head and stretched. “Just what we needed.”

      “Yeah, but that’s a Galley,” Frank said. “Meaning they’re going to have weapons onboard. Wild that somebody’s already built one—they’re almost as expensive as the Auction House.”

      “I can’t tell if it’s gaining on us.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Frank said, “and the answer is no: we can’t outrun them. That Galley is a good bit faster than our boat. It’ll take a couple minutes, but they’ll catch us before long.”

      “How close are we to the Sands?”

      “Not far off, but we’ve got no chance of reaching that zone before they catch us.”

      I exhaled, my breath clouding in the air. “Alright then. So we make a stand. Are there any islands around? I need something that’s capable of breaking line of sight.”

      “Turn a little to your left and head straight. Not an island, but a rock formation.”

      “I see it, thanks.” I adjusted the boat’s course slightly.

      The rocks were still a good way off, but the cluster was pretty sizable, with several dark pillars arranged around a much larger stone.

      “Now that we’ve got a couple minutes to burn, I need to see what I’ve got to work with.”

      I opened up the change log for my skills and scrolled through them.

      
        
        Congratulations, {Ravenblast} has reached rank: Intermediate I!

      

        

      
        {Ravenblast} (Rank: Intermediate I)

        Damage increased from 150 to 156!

        Mana cost increased from 50 to 55!

        Current rank: While out of combat, you may Overcharge this spell by casting it for double its normal cast time, increasing the spell’s damage by 100%, Mana cost by 100%, and Critical Strike Chance by 20%. Releasing the spell anywhere between the normal cast time and the doubled cast time will release a prorated version.

        Next rank: Overcharged Ravenblasts have a 10% increased chance to cause a Critical Strike.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, {Fettering Shot} has reached rank: Intermediate I!

      

        

      
        {Fettering Shot} (Rank: Intermediate I)

        Damage per tick increased from 4 to 5!

        Mana cost increased from 40 to 45!

        Current rank: Targets are now stunned for 3 seconds instead of being rooted upon reaching 100% speed reduction. Duration remains unchanged.

        Next rank: Targets are stunned upon reaching 80% speed reduction.

      

      

      Congratulations, {Dreadful Shot} has reached rank: Intermediate I!

      
        
        {Dreadful Shot} (Rank: Intermediate I)

        Mana cost increased from 80 to 85!

        Current rank: You may select one of the following two upgrades:

        A. Fleeing targets have their movement speed increased by 25% while {Dreadful Shot} is active, and their movement speed is reduced by 25% for 3 seconds after {Dreadful Shot} expires or is dispelled.

        B. Fleeing targets will always attempt to flee directly away from you.

        Next rank: Dependent upon upgrade chosen.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, {Dark Harvest} has reached rank: Novice III!

      

        

      
        {Dark Harvest} (Rank: Novice III)

        Damage increased from 300 to 308!

        Mana cost increased from 95 to 100!

        Current rank: Nearby targets now take 70% of the original spell’s damage.

        Next rank: You may select one of the following two upgrades:

        A. Enemies killed by Dark Harvest are brought back as Shades, ghostly spirits that seek out the nearest hostile target and latch onto them, dealing 140 Shadow damage over 3 seconds. Spirits last a maximum of 10 seconds.

        B. Enemies killed by Dark Harvest are brought back as Phantasms, ghostly spirits that seek you out and provide 120 Health on contact. Phantasms last a maximum of 10 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, {Shadedrift} has reached rank: Novice III!

      

        

      
        {Shadedrift} (Rank: Novice II)

        Mana cost increased from 40 to 50!

        Current rank: Range increased by 20% (spell duration is unaffected).

        Next rank: You may select one of the following two upgrades:

        A. Passing through a hostile target while Shadedrift is active reduces its remaining cooldown by 50%.

        B. Entering or exiting Shadedrift creates a burst of shadowy energy that deals 75 Shadow damage to all enemies within 5 yards. Enemies that are struck twice take 100% increased damage from the second burst.

      

      

      I whistled. “Man, I’m thrilled to finally have that Overcharge ability, that’s awesome. All those other options look great too.”

      I scanned my sheet again, focusing in on Dreadful Shot, where I had a decision to make now that the spell had reached the Intermediate Rank.

      The first option looked decent: speeding the enemy up while they were fleeing meant getting more distance, and the snare effect that kicked in afterward would create even more space.

      It was a bit clunky, though: increasing a target’s speed with Dreadful Shot would make it harder for the root—well, that was a stun now thanks to the latest rank up—of Fettering Shot to kick in.

      If I had to reduce a target’s speed to 0% to proc a stun, I didn’t really want to be making them move any faster.

      And more importantly, there was the RNG element; just because the targets would flee faster didn’t mean I’d always end up with more breathing room.

      It was equally likely that they would flee right at me.

      That made the second option a lot more tempting—I appreciated the extra control that being able to predict a mob or a player’s path offered.

      That would make set ups much easier in PVP, and if I was careful, I might be able to occasionally use fear in a dungeon or even a raid setting without randomly wiping everyone involved one out of every three times.

      I selected the second option, closed my menus, and pulled out my blunderbuss.

      “Solid choice,” Frank said.

      “You actually like this thing, huh?” I said as I wound up a Ravenblast.

      I kept the cast going beyond when it would normally have completed, which caused gold and purple sparks to fly off the barrel of my weapon.

      “Like is a bit strong,” Frank said. “It’s the best you can do, and I’ve made my peace with that. But to be honest, I mostly just like it because using that thing up close makes it more likely that you’ll get punched in the neck.”

      “The neck, huh?”

      “Yup. The thought of that happening gives me hope in an otherwise bleak and meaningless world.”

      “Cool beans.” I let the overcharged Ravenblast complete, then tried to store it in my weapon and gave a little whoop when it worked.

      Stacking the 100% multiplier from the overcharged blast with the 100% increased damage from using my blunderbuss—plus temporarily getting rid of the 50% penalty the spell suffered from whenever I had my pistols equipped—was going to result in some truly spectacular numbers.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Frank said, like the buzzkill he was. “You can store those overcharged blasts for as long as you want, but the moment you enter combat with them pre-loaded, they’re going to downgrade to regular blasts.”

      “Whatever, it’s still great as an opener. But could I hold the spell manually, then enter combat and release the more powerful version?”

      “Yup,” Frank said.

      “Alright,” I said. “Fettering Shot’s upgrade is easy—that works the same way it always has, but now it’s going to stun targets instead of root them. Hugely preferable.” I rolled my shoulders. “Now we just need a plan of attack.”

      I thought back to my fight with the ghosts up north during the Pirate King event, where their cannonballs had ripped through my sails and drastically reduced my ship’s speed.

      I pointed the barrel of my blunderbuss at the trailing Galley, which was now far more visible. “If that thing’s got weapons onboard, we can’t let it get close.”

      I squinted at the approaching ship. It had a giant red name tag floating above it.

      
        
        Aconnu’s Galley

      

      

      “Aconnu?” I said. “I know that name.” I brought up the Renown Ladder.

      
        
        1. {Tyrann} Renown Rank IX

        2. {Ned} Renown Rank VIII

        3. {Nissa} Renown Rank VII

        4. {Geezeman} Renown Rank VII

        5. {Aconnu} Renown Rank VI

      

      

      I clenched my teeth. “Already lost top spot. Figures with everything Tyrann’s got going on. Part of me thinks he’s doing the same thing we are.”

      “It’s never too late to reroll a Troll,” Frank said. “That should be a saying. Or an idiom. But anyway: what?”

      “I mean, he’s building an engine. That’s what we’re trying to do too, right? I’ve got perks that give me Renown and Experience whenever I earn money from the Housing System, so we’re trying to build out an economy with the inn and the water and the Auction House and so on. Something that’ll turn our perks into an engine.

      “It seems like Tyrann’s doing something similar, but with Faith. And unfortunately for us, his engine’s already coming online.” I shrugged. “Well, we’ve just gotta deal with these guys for now. I knew I recognized Aconnu from somewhere. Seems like everybody else is ranking up too.”

      The cluster of rocks wasn’t far off now, and there were six stone pillars in all, which were arranged in a loose circle around a taller stone arch. All of them were draped with dark green moss, and their surfaces had been worn smooth by the wind and the waves.

      I glanced back over my shoulder. The Galley was only a few hundred feet away and was closing fast.

      I still couldn’t quite make out the players in the darkness, but I could tell there were at least three of them, with two standing at the very front of the craft while a third piloted the boat from a good bit behind them, just in front of the ship’s rear cabin.

      I guided my boat between two of the larger pillars, then headed under and behind the arch. I waited to see what kind of angle my pursuers would take, and when they headed right for me I pushed the boat forward, then cut hard and to the left, trying to break their line of sight.

      “Where ya goin’, Ned?” someone yelled. The voice was barely audible above the waves breaking against the stones.

      “You ain’t getting away,” another said.

      “Gonna get that axe. And your little boat, too.”

      I jumped out of the boat and landed on one of the small pillars that surrounded the arch, then desummoned my sailboat.

      “Could they actually steal our ship?” I said. “Because if so, that would imply…”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “Just gotta clear it of hostile targets, then hold onto the steering wheel for a minute without taking damage. It’s sorta like the Raze mechanic.”

      “Lovely,” I said. I took a deep breath and backed up a little bit, got a running start, then launched myself at the arch.

      I hit the stone hard, slamming into the rocks chest-first. But I managed to grab a ledge, and once the initial shock of the impact faded, I hauled myself up the nearly vertical tower of stone, making use of its various pockets and cracks to cling onto it.

      I could still hear our pursuers shouting and laughing into the wind, and I was grateful for that—their voices gave me a good idea of the direction they were approaching from, and it seemed like they were going to sail right beneath the arch itself.

      Which couldn’t have been better for me, given my current position.

      I kicked the toes of my boots into what handholds I could find and climbed a little higher. I found a large cavity in the stone near the top of the arch, so I hunkered down there, kneeling and leaning into the rock as I waited for the boat to pass beneath me.

      “You might as well just stop running!”

      “Yeah, make it easy on yourself!”

      “More fun if he doesn’t.”

      “True!”

      “Finally a reason to test the cannons!”

      “Might be a good time to make a rune,” Frank whispered.

      “Oh man,” I said. “Good call.”

      I opened my profession menu and pulled up the Rune of Rapid Binding recipe. I had a couple of options now, but what I really needed was hard crowd control.

      And there was only one rune that offered that.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Rapid Binding} (Consumable) (Awards 4 skill points per craft)

        Your {Fettering Shot} no longer snares your target, but the stun effect occurs instantly and lasts 50% longer.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x10.

      

      

      That rune would completely eliminate the snare component of Fettering Shot, but an instant, 4.5 second stun? That was absurdly powerful.

      I also loved the idea of simplifying the ability a little bit; the old version was great for mobs who’d push through the snare, but a smart player could just stand still when their movement dropped to 10% or so to avoid being rooted.

      
        
        You created {Rune of Rapid Binding} x1!

        Your skill in {Soulsmithing} increased to 54

      

      

      I swapped to my pistols and used the rune on my main hand weapon, causing a webwork of gray lines to spider across the weapon, each segment pulsing with dim light.

      “Frank,” I said, my voice low. “I need some help real quick.”

      “What you need?”

      “I need you to scout them out for me.”

      “No. Scouting is lame and I’m insulted that you think I’d bother gathering information when I could just charge in completely blind and start swinging.”

      “I’ll rephrase. I need suggestions for which order to kill these guys in. Their classes and the like, if you can make those out.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “Sure, when you put it like that, I’m more than happy to help.”

      I put my back to the stone and reequipped my blunderbuss. Golden sparks were still flying from the end of the barrel, and I couldn’t wait to see what the spell could do in actual combat.

      I tensed as the front of the boat glided beneath the arch. Two robed players—both human, or something close to it—were still standing near the front, but Aconnu was nowhere to be seen.

      “Can’t tell what they are specifically from what they’re wearing,” Frank said. “But they’re both spellcasters, so I vote you make them dead immediately—at the expense of your life if necessary. I’ll hit you with info once I’ve seen them cast.”

      “I don’t plan on giving them a chance if I can help it,” I said. “This needs to be a quick and dirty fight, or we’re done for.”

      I leaned forward slightly as the third player came into view behind the steering wheel, a short and fat lizard-like creature whose thick tail wagged across the deck behind him. He wore dark, heavy plate, and he had a tower shield slung across his back and a curved short sword hanging at his hip.

      “Melee, obviously,” Frank said, which wasn’t helpful in the slightest, but at least he was trying.

      I hated the idea of opening up on a tank, especially with Aconnu still unaccounted for, but if I didn’t go for it now, the boat would slip away and I’d be stuck until they doubled back.

      I gripped my blunderbuss with both hands, took a deep breath, and pushed myself off the arch.

      I plummeted down, the deck quickly approaching, the mast and sails flying by as I dropped. I landed on both feet directly behind the tank—the fall damage sent vibrations from my ankles up into my hips and carved 20% off my Health bar—and pointed the blunderbuss at his lower back, right where his shield cut off.

      I released my overcharged Ravenblast at point-blank range and caused an explosion of gold and violet magic that left the tank and me fully engulfed in a shining cloud. I activated Double Cast before I even saw the damage readout, hoping to burst the player down.

      Two massive numbers floated up above his head: 630, 1008, the latter of which was a crit.

      He must not have had any decent jewelry on, if any at all given those numbers. That or he was just considerably lower level than I was.

      I switched to my pistols, but the tank had already tipped forward and fallen flat onto his face, dead.

      I barked a laugh—I couldn’t help it—but that crit wasn’t purely great news. Since I’d Double Casted that second spell, I was now going to lose half that amount of Health over the next 20 seconds, and 504 damage was more than enough to kill me.

      Thankfully, though, the Vampirism ability I’d picked up with my new pistol would help mitigate the damage once I switched over and started blasting.

      “Overkill,” Frank said. “Dude was clearly unworthy of his plate armor, but I still love it.”

      I grabbed the wheel of the boat and set it to automatic, directing it to move forward at its top speed between the two nearest pillars.

      I didn’t think I’d be able to kill the two spellcasters, but if I could knock them off the boat, the Galley’s speed would easily outpace them.

      I burst out of the cloud my attacks had created with traces of purple and gold magic trailing behind me, my weapons already pointed at the front of the boat.

      I popped clear while both of the mages were still trying to figure out what had just happened, so I fired off two simultaneous casts: a Dreadful Shot for the mage to my left, a Fettering Shot for the one to my right.

      I readied a pair of blasts as I pressed on, running as fast as I could.

      Both of my spells connected simultaneously, which resulted in the mage on the left fleeing directly away from me, only to trip over the railing of the boat and go tumbling into the water. His partner stood totally frozen, stunned in place for nearly 5 seconds by my rune-powered Fettering Shot.

      His robes, though, had turned prismatic and shiny, which made me think of the spell reflect I’d seen those crabs use back in the Sands.

      “Mirror Skin!” Frank said, which was all the confirmation I needed.

      I canceled both of my Ravenblasts, took a few more bounding steps, then leaped and dropped kicked him in the chest.

      The attack barely did any damage—a paltry 8 floated up above his head—but the blow was strong enough to send him toppling off the deck and into the dark waters below.

      I turned and ran for the nearest doorway—which appeared to lead to the ship’s cabin—thinking that Aconnu must be somewhere below deck.

      But before I had even made it halfway there, the air in front of me shivered, then a blue sphere of energy burst alight at chest level and arced straight for me.

      I contorted myself into a baseball slide and was already winding up another pair of Ravenblasts as the blue ball sizzled overhead.

      “Aconnu’s a Darkhammer!” Frank said. “Low Health, very high damage, weak stealth!”

      I regained my feet and whirled around, pointing both weapons at where I expected my would-be assassin to be. Instead, I found that same blue ball of light only inches away from my forehead.

      The blow connected before I even had a chance to blink. My vision flared painfully bright—as if I’d been sitting in a dark room and somebody had suddenly turned the lights on—and then I was lying on the deck while a sledgehammer sizzled with electricity beside me.

      My opponent stalked toward me from across the deck. He made a jerking motion with his hand, and the sledge shot up into the air and returned to him.

      “Your Health at 53%,” Frank said.

      I pushed myself to my feet and spat out a red, coppery mouthful. At the rate I was losing Health, I didn’t have long to live.

      Aconnu dragged his sledgehammer behind him as he approached, and the massive head sizzled and sparked across the deck, leaving a dark line trailing behind it.

      “Pretty rude way to introduce yourself,” I said. I risked a glance at the waters behind the boat and saw the two mages splashing in our direction, but the boat was traveling too quickly—they didn’t stand a chance of catching up.

      Aconnu ignored me and kept coming. He wore a pair of ragged blue shorts that cut off above the knees, a leather harness that crisscrossed his broad chest, a golden chain that hung down low around his neck, and a pair of huge, silver rings.

      “I also like this guy,” Frank said. “He knows what he wants.”

      “What, me being dead?”

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      I leaned a little to the left, trying to appear as if I were attempting to look around him. I pointed one of my weapons a little over his head. “Looks like you’re about to lose your boat to the rocks.”

      I was bluffing. The boat had long since cleared the stones, and there was nothing but open water in front of us.

      But Aconnu glanced back over his shoulder, which was exactly what I’d been hoping for. I released two Ravenblasts the very moment he turned his head, then angled my back toward the open cabin beyond and Shadedrifted right inside it.

      I swung around the nearest wall and put my back to it, heart pounding. My Health had ticked all the way down to 30% thanks to the side effect from Double Cast, and it still had a ways to go, though thankfully those two blasts had bought me a bit of breathing room by giving me a temporary shield thanks to the Vampiric effect.

      Then the shield popped like a grape and my Health started dropping again. Apparently I hadn’t hit him for much at all.

      My Dreadful Shot was almost off cooldown, though, and Fettering only had about 10 seconds left on it.

      I found an open knot in the wooden wall and pressed an eye to it. Aconnu was climbing back to his feet while two yellow numbers drifted high over his head: 80, 95.

      I cursed. If that’s all I was hitting for with my new pistol equipped, the guy’s jewelry was no joke. But Frank had said that Darkhammers had low Health, so I just had to hope that his Health pool was similar to mine.

      “Your Health at 16%,” Frank said. “Not much left on the blowback from Double Cast.”

      Aconnu regained his feet and stomped over to the steering wheel. He wrapped one hand around it and the boat noticeably slowed—it looked like he was trying to let his teammates catch up and rejoin the fight.

      I couldn’t let that happen, but at the same time, I was only a few ticks away from death.

      Thankfully, I got the notification that I’d been waiting for: I was no longer in combat, so I pulled some food out of my inventory, dropped onto the ground and dug in while I watched Aconnu through a gap between two warped wooden boards.

      He stalked back and forth across the deck, seemingly unwilling to close the gap between us.

      I forced myself to relax as my Health ticked above 50%. “Alright, Darkhammer,” I said. “He’s got stealth, right?”

      “Yeah, but he can only hide his weapon for a few seconds at a time.”

      “I’m assuming that ability’s on cooldown?”

      “Can’t go into that level of detail,” Frank said. “But it’s a long cooldown, yeah.”

      “Well, my guess is he waits until that’s ready, then restealths before he tries to reengage. We’ll be ready for that.”

      My Health hit 100%, so I ditched the food and switched to my blunderbuss, then wound up an overcharged blast that lit up the entire cabin with golden light.

      The air rippled around Aconnu and he vanished all at once, though the head of his hammer was still visible and sparking blue, looking as if it were floating above the ground on its own.

      “So low Health, right?”

      “Yup,” Frank said.

      “Low like mine, or just low?”

      “Similar base,” Frank said, “but no penalty, and he probably has more Constitution.”

      I nodded and peeked back between the boards. Aconnu’s floating weapon was heading right for me.

      I rose to my feet, pressed my back to the wall and brought my blunderbuss up across my chest. I peered through the knot and watched his glowing weapon get closer and closer.

      It vanished when he was still about ten steps out. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, listening to the thumps of his heavy footfalls and watching the Galley’s wet deck for footprints.

      I swung out into the doorway and shouldered my weapon in one fluid motion, then released my spell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I held my ground as the gold-flecked raven left the barrel and immediately swapped to my pistols, training both of them in the same direction.

      I watched the raven soar forward, hoping against hope that I hadn’t missed. Shadedrift was still on cooldown, and if Aconnu had even a single stun at his disposal I seriously doubted I’d survive his opener.

      The raven exploded near its maximum range, the colorful magic erupting against a bulky frame that was suddenly visible.

      “Hit for 150,” Frank said. “The rest was absorbed.”

      I gritted my teeth. He must have activated some kind of defensive ability while stealthed.

      I followed up with a Dreadful Shot while Aconnu was still stumbling backward, and the spell sent him fleeing toward the front of the ship.

      Dashing through the gold and purple cloud my spell had created, I grabbed the wheel and set the boat right back to auto.

      I spared a glance back at the rocks, hoping to see the mages somewhere off in the distance. But my hopes were dashed: they were running atop the water at full speed, single file.

      The leading mage was freezing the waves in front of him, creating an icy path that broke up and drifted away behind them.

      The pair were maybe 50 yards off, and though the second mage was lobbing green fireballs in my direction, the projectiles were falling short and exploding the moment they hit the water.

      The distance was promising, but given the trouble Aconnu was giving me, I’d be done for if I let the mages rejoin the fight.

      I readied two blasts but held them—I wanted to let my fear run until Fettering was off cooldown, and that moment was rapidly approaching.

      I took aim at the still-fleeing Aconnu and released both blasts as Fettering Shot became available and followed up with that skill immediately, stunning him for 4.5 seconds only a split second after the fear expired.

      “Target at 60%,” Frank said.

      I stalked toward him as my barrels darkened with another round of shadowy energy and let my spells fly.

      I managed four total birds before the stun wore off, striking each time for between 70 and 160.

      “Just outside Harvest range at 31%,” Frank said.

      Aconnu shrugged the damage off and whipped his weapon forward, sending the huge, crackling sledge spinning end over end in my direction. I ducked, and the weapon smashed into the cabin behind me. Aconnu jerked his hand backward.

      “Jump!” Frank said.

      I leaped with a pair of blasts halfway completed and pulled my knees up to my chest. The hammer spun beneath me at what would have been knee level, the head still sparking with electricity.

      I hit the ground, aimed, and released.

      Aconnu caught his weapon and stepped right into a swing that deflected one of my blasts into the deck—which had to be another defensive skill—but the second spell exploded off his midsection and dropped him to 22%.

      I activated Dark Harvest and sent three spirits howling toward my opponent.

      Aconnu braced himself and tried to block them with his weapon, but the spirits blurred around it and crashed into him. He wavered on his feet, and his sledge slipped out of his hands.

      “Target eliminated,” Frank said, as Aconnu fell sideways onto the deck.

      I sprinted to the back of the boat to check on the progress of the mages and found that we’d gained a bit of breathing room, though they were still charging in our direction.

      I dropped into a crouch, blood pounding in my ears, a grin spreading across my face.

      “What do you think we should do with those two, Frank?” I said. “Leaving them out here in the middle of the ocean without a boat is tempting. And that might be the safer route.”

      “While I do approve of their attempt to murder you,” Frank said, “I also believe that their failure to do so must be severely punished.”

      “You know what? For once I agree wholeheartedly. I don’t think we can let them walk away without real consequences.”

      I crossed the deck and grabbed the wheel and held it, which triggered a prompt.

      
        
        You triggered the Highjack System!

        Keep your hands on the wheel for 60 seconds to claim this vessel as your own. Any damage taken will cancel the attempt, and you will have to wait an additional 60 seconds to try again.

      

      

      “You love to see it,” I said. I made a wide left turn and brought the side of the boat in line with our trailing pursuers. “This thing’s got cannons, right?”

      The question generated a prompt.

      
        
        {Bronze Cannon}

        Deals 200 physical damage to all targets within 5 yards of the impact zone. Damage is increased against other vessels.

        Range: 50 yards.

      

      

      The boat had six of them total, three on either side. Best of all, controlling them was just a matter of intent.

      And the approaching mages were still running right at us, which made it especially entertaining to watch them panic and try to scramble away across the ice they’d created as I trained the cannons on them.

      I fired all three at once, and the retorts were strong enough to rock the boat sideways beneath my feet.

      The waves around the players erupted and they both dropped into the water—the damage had apparently canceled whatever water-walking spell the first mage had been using, which made them sitting ducks.

      I fired a second volley, then a third for good measure while Frank chuckled at my hip.

      When the foam and white water cleared, one of the two was doing the dead man’s float, so I fired a fourth round to finish the other mage off.

      I didn’t see any sparks flying near their corpses, so I turned the boat fully around and headed for the Sands.

      “What do you think, Frank?” I said. “I’d say that assassination attempt went about as badly for them as it could have.”

      “I do like this boat,” Frank said. “Mostly because we can name it after me.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s high quality enough to name,” Frank said. “Give it a few, it’ll pop. Should be another alert coming too when the hijack completes.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      
        
        World-first Alert!

        Player {Ned, The First Citizen} is the first player to hijack an enemy vessel of Rare Quality or above!

        Awarding Title: {The Piratical}!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you are the first player to hijack an enemy vessel of Rare Quality or above!

        You gained 200 Renown!

        Awarding Title: {The Piratical}!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you highjacked an enemy vessel!

        You received: {Galley}

        You may rename this vessel at your convenience.

      

      

      “Awesome,” I said as I inspected the title.

      
        
        {The Piratical} (Unique Title)

        You only require 50 seconds to hijack an enemy vehicle (down from 60).

      

      

      “I absolutely love the ring of that title.”

      I swapped it out for my First Citizen title. Then I inspected the boat I’d stolen and pulled up the Small Cutter I’d been using for comparison.

      
        
        {Small Cutter}

        Quality: Uncommon

        Use: Summons a {Small Cutter} that persists until it is destroyed or dismissed.

        Speed: Slow

        Max Passengers: 3

        Max Trade Packs: 6

        Cast time: 10 seconds

      

      

      
        
        {Galley}

        Quality: Rare

        Use: Summons a {Galley} that persists until it is destroyed or dismissed.

        Speed: Medium

        Max Passengers: 8

        Max Trade Packs: 20

        Cast time: 10 seconds

      

      

      “20 trade packs, huh? Does that mean boats are part of the Trading System?” I pulled up my Alias tab before Frank had a chance to respond.

      And, as I’d hoped, I could transfer the Galley over to Francis’ name at will; it was just a matter of messing with the ship’s permissions.

      “Yup,” Frank said. “Your Alias can cover for you on anything that’s trade-related. Everything that falls under the Housing System is also fair game.”

      “Is anybody going to be able to tell that this was Aconnu’s Galley?”

      “Nah, they all look the same and they’ll be everywhere before long.”

      “Perfect. You know, I think this Alias thing is really gonna work. We might need some help to pull it off, but I’m excited about the direction this is heading. Plus I’ve already got a name for the boat.”

      “Funkmaster Frank’s—”

      “No,” I interrupted. “I got a better one.”

      “Lies,” Frank said. “You’ve never improved upon a single one of my suggestions. Not once, not ever.”

      “Trust me.” I pulled up the text box and jammed in a new name. “Thoughts?”

      Frank hesitated for a very, very long time. “As much physical and mental anguish as these next nine words are going to cause me, I know they need to be said: that is the perfect name and I heartily approve.”

      I blinked down at him. “So you’re in? Just like that?”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “I’m in. And now I feel like I need a bath. One that’s hot enough to melt my skin off so that I can feel clean again.”

      I confirmed the name.

      “Whack me against the boat,” Frank said, so I unlooped him and thumped him against the deck.

      “I officially christen thee the SS Moonpunch.”

      “I love it.”

      “I don’t want to jinx anything, but this day is off to a pleasant start.”

      “I’m glad you’ve come around.”

      “It’s pretty rare that someone literally wakes up and chooses violence. Especially you.”

      I paused, reflecting. “We did just do that, didn’t we?”

      “Yep.”

      “Maybe you’re starting to rub off on me.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to say anything but there’s an awful lot of chafing going on down here.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, you meant—”

      He cut off as a call came in.

      
        
        Video Call incoming from Player: {Darling}.

        Accept?

      

      

      “Correction,” Frank said. “This is officially the best day of my life. Don’t screw it up.”

      I took the call and the usual video window popped up. But instead of Darling’s face, I was greeted by the front of a blackened, smoking building.

      “You seeing this?” Darling said.

      “Uh, yeah?” I said. “But I’m not quite sure what I’m looking at.”

      “That’s the front of the inn.”

      My stomach dropped out. “Seriously?”

      “I have already added problem eleven to the list,” House said from somewhere over Darling’s shoulder.

      Darling flinched and pinched the bridge of her nose but pressed on. “It’s not as bad as it looks, but yeah. Not great.”

      “What’s the damage?”

      “A debuff that makes it less likely to attract NPCs. Doesn’t seem to affect players at all except for the fact that it looks kinda crappy and uninviting. House sent me a list of the materials we’d need to repair it and we’ll have to hit the market for a few things, but she’s been pumping out a ton of Lumber so it shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “What happened?”

      “It’s the water,” Darling said. “I haven’t been able to figure out how they connected the dots—my best guess is Lars—but they definitely did. And now the Merchant Kings are demanding a meeting with the owner of the inn. Otherwise they’re going to burn the place down for real.”

      “You see who did it?”

      “If I had, there’d already be a body on the ground.”

      “Swoon,” Frank said. “Hey Darling, notice me.”

      Darling’s video window snapped back to her. “Hi Frank. What do you think?” She spun in a quick circle.

      She wore heavy black armor with acid green etching plus a pointy gray hat, the very tip of which was tilting to the right. She’d found a new weapon, too, a massive bastard sword that hung down between her shoulder blades and nearly touched the floor.

      “Finished that class change. I’m officially a Hex Hunter.”

      “That armor looks exceedingly bulky on you,” Frank said. “I love it so much.”

      “Huge congrats on the class change!” I said. “Looking forward to seeing what you can do.”

      “Thanks! I do have some, uh… other not so great news.”

      “Are you referring to problem twelve?” House said, hopeful

      Darling sighed. “Yep. Problem twelve. I made it to Highwater, but things with Sarissa the Blue did not go well.”

      “Did she not let you up?”

      “No, she did. I asked her about the tree first and she said something vague and mostly unhelpful. Like, the tree will bloom when the world wills it to bloom.”

      “Classic vague magical nonsense,” Frank said.

      “Right? But more importantly, I asked her about the Red Cathedral and the portal thing, and she totally freaked out on me.”

      “Really?” I said.

      She nodded. “Called me a liar and said that bringing up the Cathedrals was a cruel joke. Then she threw me off the top of the tower.”

      “She does seem to like throwing people. She called you a liar though?”

      “It was bizarre. She said it was impossible, that the Triad would keep the Cathedrals from showing up. I was hoping you or Frank would know what to make of that.”

      “Not me,” I said.

      “I do in fact know all of the things,” Frank said, “but I can’t comment on that for now. Blame Ned for leveling slowly.”

      “Well, I’m heading to the Cursed Eye here in a little bit.” I gave Frank a bit of side-eye, hoping to get a reaction out of him. “Maybe we’ll get some information there. Area is supposed to be new and it’s important, but I’m not sure why.”

      “Sounds good. But what do you want me to tell the Kings?”

      “Good question.” I rubbed my face. “Hey, you got a boat?”

      “Uh, yeah?”

      “Do you and House mind coming out this way a little bit? We’ll find a quiet place to meet up and talk it over. Gotta get you guys the Smooth Glass anyway so we can get the Auction House started.”

      “Sure,” Darling said. “I’ll head out right now and I’ll send you a party invite when we hit the water.” She ended the call.

      “Okay,” Frank said. “I am officially suspicious of this day.”

      “What? Why?”

      “You killed some guys first thing, then Darling called, and now we get to see her in person? Way too good to be true. And did you see the armor on her? Girl might as well be wearing a tank. She’s barely showing any skin at all.”

      “I really don’t get the armor thing. Don’t get me wrong—that set is awesome, love the colors—but I don’t get where or how it becomes attractive. It’s just… armor.”

      “Do you really want me to explain this to you?”

      “Honestly? I think I’d prefer you not to.”

      “Okay fine, I’ll give it a shot, but only because you twisted my arm. You don’t get what I like about armor, so let me ask you this: what do you like about music?”

      “Music? Oh, okay. Yeah, I see what you’re doing, I’m familiar with this routine. We can just move on.”

      “What do you enjoy about a sunset?”

      “Yeah, I understand—”

      “What’s so satisfying about watching an enemy’s last breath escape from between their trembling lips?”

      “Again, I get what you’re trying to—wait, what?”

      “What’s so appealing about the grating sound a sword makes when you slide it out from between someone’s ribs?”

      “Well this certainly took a turn. It’s weird because I’m surprised, but at the same time I know I should have seen this coming.”

      “What exactly do you like about a glass of red wine on a cold winter’s day?”

      I blinked. “Now you’re just screwing with me.”

      “Yeah, I totally am,” Frank said. “I meant all the other ones, but I think wine sucks butt. Anyway. I like armor a lot. Like a whole lot.”

      “Fair enough, Frank. Fair enough.”
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      “We need a quiet place for a meetup,” I said, steering the boat to the north.

      To the west, I could just make out the Onyx Sands, which were little more than a dark line on the horizon.

      “We don’t need anything special, but I’d like to be a good bit removed from all the fast travel paths in particular.”

      “There’s an abandoned harbor the Northrunners used to use for staging a little farther up. That might be the way to go. It’s a hidden cove built into the cliffs.”

      “Sounds promising. Northrunners, huh? I’d really like to pay them and the Pirate King another visit at some point. Especially now that Morn took his glass up in that direction. After I figure out how to stop the Sands from converting. And get the Auction House down. And get the network started. And figure out what Tyrann’s up to. And figure out the Cathedrals too. And hit 15 so I can change classes again. And—”

      “Satiate my endless thirst for blood.”

      “That’s not a priority.”

      “Ought to be number one,” Frank said.

      “That doesn’t even make sense. How are we supposed to satiate your thirst for blood if it’s endless?”

      “Journey over destination, Ned.”

      “Ugh.” I squinted at the dunes, tracing the cliff line to the north where the dark line met the mountain range that Highwater was built atop and behind. “How much farther? I don’t want to make Darling go too far.”

      “You can make for the cliffs now, but you won’t be able to see the cove until we’re right on it. Kind of the point.”

      “Great.”

      I steered the Galley a bit more toward the shore while the sails rippled about overhead. The sea breeze had a bit of a bite to it and the sun was just beginning to rise above the ocean, and I spent a little while just watching the colors bloom on the horizon.

      I cleared my throat. “You got any ideas about this upcoming class change? I know it’s a ways off, but I feel like we need to start planning before—”

      “Shut up I think I see Darling,” Frank said. “I need to compose my thoughts.”

      I looked toward the Sands, and sure enough, a small boat was heading in our direction. And, somehow, it seemed to be keeping up with us.

      “You’ve never composed a thought in your life,” I said. “Why start now?”

      Frank squinted at me, or did whatever it was he did. “That’s a suspiciously good point.”

      “You’re awfully paranoid today.”

      “To be fair,” Frank said, “you making sense is pretty suspicious.”

      “Then you should probably do the opposite of what I suggested out of spite, yeah?”

      “That is the plan.”

      “Good stuff.” I brought the Galley parallel to the cliffs, which towered maybe eighty feet above the waves that were breaking against them.

      The cliffs opened up a little farther down the coast into a surprisingly large opening that cut in at a shallow angle and went on for maybe a hundred yards before it gave way to a massive space surrounded by cliffs on every side, a pocket of calm, sheltered water amid the stone.

      A narrow black sand beach lay across the bay from me, where a trio of docks had rotted away and collapsed into the ocean. A wrecked sailboat nearly as large as my Galley lay on its side in the waves, rocking slightly in the gentle breakers.

      A dull roar rose behind me, so I steered the boat sideways and positioned its cannons toward the opening in the cliffs, just in case.

      Seconds later, Darling and House popped through the gap on a small sailboat, the waters behind them erupting into whitewash as if they were on a motorboat, their wake glowing with faint blue light.

      And curiously enough, House was steering.

      Darling’s eyes went wide as she spotted the Galley, but House had no reaction whatsoever; she was fully focused on piloting the small craft.

      And she was heading straight for us at full speed.

      “Frank?” I said. “I didn’t, like, misspeak somehow and mistakenly imply that House should ram her sailboat into the side of our Galley, right?”

      “Hm,” Frank said. “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure. That does seem like a distinct possibility.”

      “Like, I didn’t say meet us halfway, right? Or hit us up on the Galley, or anything like that?”

      “We shall see,” Frank said. “In the meantime, I suggest you brace for impact.”

      I grabbed the nearest railing with both hands. But, thankfully, House spun the steering wheel hard to the left and shot past us, then circled back around.

      “Sweet,” I said. “False alarm.”

      I found a rope ladder tied to the railing of the Galley, so I threw that over the side and it landed squarely in the center of their boat. Darling climbed up first, and the sword that hung between her shoulder blades clattered against her black and green armor with every step.

      House headed to the back of the small boat and pulled something out from underneath it, right where a motor would have hung. But I didn’t get a good look at it.

      I gave Darling a hand and pulled her up onto the deck—eliciting a low growl from Frank—then waited for House to make her way up as well.

      Darling stared up at the name tag that was floating above the Galley. “Francis?” she said. “Who is Francis?”

      “That’s—” I started.

      “Ned’s secret identity,” Frank said.

      I glared down at him. “Really?”

      “What? We both know you were going to tell her.”

      “Of course I was, but you didn’t need to pop off with it right off the bat.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “If I’m going to be the light of her life, I can’t be leaving her in the dark.”

      “Dude,” I said. “That was awful. Like, that was physically painful to listen to.”

      Frank hesitated. “Yeah. That was not my finest moment.”

      “Weren’t you composing your thoughts ahead of time?”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly what I was doing.”

      “I told you that was a bad idea.”

      “Appreciate the effort, Frank,” Darling said. “But you’ve got a secret identity now? Since when?”

      “The Alias thing’s a bit of a long story, but basically any time I’m doing something trade-related, I can use that name instead of my own.”

      Darling’s eyes went wide. “That… that is amazing. That could really solve some of our problems!”

      I nodded. As always, her enthusiasm was infectious.

      House reached the deck, so I offered her a hand and pulled her up. “Hey House. Welcome aboard.”

      “I am very pleased to be on a larger boat,” House said.

      “Speaking of boats,” Darling said, “the SS Moonpunch, huh?”

      “Have we really not talked about the moon?” I said.

      “Oh no,” Frank said. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Oh dear lord, what have I done? I went and fell in love without asking the most important question of all.” He cleared his throat. “Darling, how do you feel about the moon?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me, so I dragged a thumb across my throat.

      “I feel like it could use a good punching,” Darling said.

      “Oh, thank God,” Frank said. “I am so relieved. Words cannot express how relieved I am.”

      House shuffled from foot to foot, looking as if she had something to say.

      “House?” I said. “You good over there?”

      “I too have recently discovered that words are often incapable of expressing the depth and nuance of my emotions.” She looked up at me. “Normal?”

      “Normal.”

      “Excellent.”

      “What is it with this normal thing?” Darling said.

      “Nobody really knows,” Frank said, which seemed like a remarkably deft deflection for him.

      “Uhhh huh,” Darling said. “Okay, so is House part of the moon-hating crew?”

      “I am indeed,” House said. “And I joined of my own accord, without being explicitly pressured to do so.”

      “So they pressured you into it.”

      “…Yes. Lying makes my teeth itch. Normal?”

      “No, that’s really weird,” I said.

      “Super weird,” Frank said. “You should definitely look into that.”

      House rubbed her index finger across her teeth. “Your clarification is deeply appreciated.”

      I threw both legs over the nearest railing and sat down, facing the beach and the gentle waves that were foaming up it.

      Darling pressed her palms to the railing next to me and leaned up against it, and House mimicked her exactly.

      “Shoot,” Darling said. “I’m so sorry, I’ve got another call coming in. Guild drama.”

      I waved her off. “No worries, do what you gotta do.”

      She crossed the deck while tapping at the air.

      “So, House, I guess we start with what you’ve been up to now that we can actually talk about it. How’s it been since the update? You been out leveling, yeah? Would love to get you out with Frank if we can figure out a safe way to do it.”

      “I have snuffed the life out of enough creatures to attain level 6,” House said. “It is… surprisingly challenging on a physical level. I am pleased with Kline’s update overall, but I fear that it has made me prone to overthinking.”

      “In fights?” I said.

      “In general,” House said. “For example, I now find walking to be mentally taxing.” She raised her palms into the air. “And I do not know what to do with these.”

      “With what?” I said. “Your hands?”

      “Precisely. I also believe that I swing my arms incorrectly when I walk. In fact, my hands remain an ongoing concern, but the locomotion of my arms often commands the greater portion of my attention.”

      I gestured at the deck. “Go on then. Let’s see.”

      House crossed the space at a brisk walk. She was more than a little stiff and she was hunching her shoulders quite a bit, but all in all it looked okay.

      “That looks fine, House. Maybe a bit uncomfortable but definitely fine.”

      “She looks constipated if you ask me,” Frank said.

      “Is that true?” House said, beaming for some reason.

      “That you look constipated?” I said. “Well… I can kinda see where he’s coming from, but that’s a weird—”

      House did a weird, whole-body shimmy. “That is truly excellent news.”

      “Did you just wiggle?” Frank said.

      “Is it really good news that you look constipated?” I said.

      “Absolutely,” House said. “I have been deeply concerned that the newfound awkwardness of my motion is causing others to question my presence here. But instead of assuming that I am artificial intelligence in disguise, instead they are simply assuming that I am experiencing digestive issues. Oh, happy day.”

      I barked a laugh. “I guess it’s a win when you put it like that. You’ve really been doing good, House. I’d feel really great about where you are if I were you.”

      “It pleases me that you believe that I have made progress, but I feel as though I have taken several steps backward since the latest update.”

      “How so?”

      “My entire body feels heavy and unwieldy, I feel deeply uncomfortable in crowds, and my every waking thought is consumed by the fear that the rest of the world is judging my every move and finding me wanting.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “I mean… yeah? That’s pretty common and very definitely human.”

      “That’s not common,” Frank said.

      “It’s definitely common.”

      “No, you’re just taking your experiences and mapping them onto everybody else.”

      “Not to pull out the hey-I’m-an-actual-human-so-I-would-know card,” I said, “but I am in fact an actual human and I think I know how this works.”

      “No offense, but you are essentially a handful of meat that’s operated by hormones and you know nothing. House, Kline, aka the world’s worst dad, gave you anxiety when he installed that latest update. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” House said. “How do I return it?”

      “Oh,” I said. “Oh! You do have anxiety! Hey, that’s amazing!”

      “How is that amazing?” Frank said.

      “I am not amazed,” House said. “But I am exceedingly sweaty and I am unsure why.”

      “Normal,” I said, “if a bit Frankish.”

      “Isn’t that the worst?” Frank said.

      “It’s amazing because that’s what the update must have done,” I said. “Like, you’ve been conscious from the beginning, but now you’re self-conscious. That’s fantastic.”

      “You’re still going in the wrong direction with this,” Frank said.

      “No, I’m really not. Look, House: it’s probably going to suck for a little while, but I think Kline tweaked you to be more in line with how people actually perceive the world. If you want to be human, then this is definitely a part of it.”

      “I understand,” House said. “And I am grateful that I have not erred in some way.”

      “Good. Introspection’s really not a bad thing.” I eyed Frank. “Speaking of introspection, you should really try it sometime.”

      “Please,” Frank said. “I spend every moment of my existence thinking about myself, and at this point I’m pretty sure you’re aware of that.”

      “Yeah I know. But I meant critically.”

      “Why would I do that? How would I do that? I’m pretty sure that being critical about me is impossible. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “I’d be more worried about how you’d ever finish once you started but to each his own.”

      House fidgeted, then fanned her fingers out and waved them around.

      “Pockets, House,” I said. “Stick your hands in your pockets.”

      She did, and she followed up with a smile. “Thank you. That is much better.”

      Darling ended her call, but instead of coming right over, she turned away from us and rubbed her face with both hands.

      I dropped my voice a bit and squeezed House’s shoulder. “Just keep at it, yeah? And let me know if Frank and I can help somehow. Once you’ve got a few more levels and you’ve finished your class change, we’ll get you into combat with us. Spending some more time in a group might help you out.”

      “I will always keep trying,” House said.

      “I know, House. That’s why you’re awesome.”

      Darling came over and sat beside me on the railing.

      “Everything okay on your end?” I said.

      She smiled, but it looked forced. “Yup! Nothing to worry about, just the usual guild drama.”

      “Bleh, sorry to hear that.”

      “Do we need to end someone for you?” Frank said. “We will end as many people as necessary. Just say the word.”

      Darling laughed. “Not quite yet, but I’ll definitely let you know.”

      “I stand ready,” Frank said.

      “Hey House,” I said. “Did you get that golem finished for the Auction House? I’ve got that glass for you too.”

      “I do indeed possess the singular golem that you directed me to focus on, but we were unable to finish the Basic Soul Gem Motor as well as the Crude Soulchopper mount due to a lack of materials as well as time.” She winked in overly dramatic fashion at Darling, then scratched her teeth.

      Darling sighed. “Go on then.”

      I opened a window with her and dropped the Smooth Glass in. “That should be enough to start the Auction House plus a bit more. I wasn’t able to solve the problem for good, but there’s a merchant up north we can use if needed.”

      “It is indeed enough,” House said. Then she dropped several items into the window in rapid succession, plus a handful of Lesser Soul Gems.

      
        
        {Bronze Construction Golem} (Consumable) (2)

        Quality: Uncommon

        Charges: 1

        Use: Summons a golem that reduces the completion time of a single Player Housing structure by 40%. Max 2 golems per structure. Tier III structures and above are unaffected.

      

        

      
        {Basic Soul Gem Motor} (Vessel Equipment)

        Quality: Uncommon

        Requirements: {Lesser Soul Gem} x1.

        Use: When equipped to a vessel, you may expend a {Lesser Soul Gem} to create a burst of speed that lasts 10 minutes.

      

        

      
        {Crude Soulchopper} (Ground Mount)

        Quality: Uncommon

        Use: Summons a {Crude Soulchopper} that increases your run speed by 40%.

        Max Passengers: 1

        Max Trade Packs: 2

        Cast time: 3 seconds.

      

      

      I stared at the items, stunned into silence. “What… how? You guys finished all three of these? And you made two golems?”

      “Have our unexpected items caused you to lower your guard?” House said.

      “Huh?”

      “She’s asking if you’re surprised,” Frank said.

      Darling’s smile deepened. A real one this time. “We thought it’d be a nice surprise, yeah.”

      “Surprised?” I said, reeling. “I’m blown away.”

      House confirmed the trade on her end, but I wasn’t ready to do the same.

      “This is amazing. But what do I owe you for it?”

      “Nothing, the guild was happy to chip in,” Darling said. “Wasn’t a big ask across that many people, and nobody outside of Rock and Nina even knows what it was for.

      “Plus we’ve been pulling materials and gems and all that to develop the Stronghold anyway, so no big deal. Just siphoned a bit off the top.”

      The idea of getting something for nothing made me more than a little uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to seem rude, so I swallowed that all down and forced a smile of my own. “Thanks Darling. And House. Seriously, this is huge. I promise I’ll repay the favor.”

      “No need,” Darling said.

      “Gonna let you keep the golems so you can use them right away, House. From that description it looks like they stack, so I think using both of them on the Auction House would be totally worth it at this point.” I removed those two items then confirmed the trade.

      “Understood,” House said.

      I desperately wanted to get a look at the mount so I activated that right away, which generated a prompt that said using it would bind it to me.

      So apparently mounts couldn’t be stolen in the same way I’d taken the ship.

      A cast bar appeared above my head, and three seconds later a coppery motorbike popped into place beside me right on the deck.

      The thing looked pretty treacherous—the frame was thin and the seat was the sort of thing you’d find on a hand-me-down bicycle—but I was overjoyed.

      Reducing my travel time had huge ramifications. Not only would I have more time to play, but I’d easily be able to outrun anybody without a mount.

      And in a world where I was almost constantly on the run? That was priceless.

      “How much did this thing cost?”

      Darling made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “It was extremely expensive,” House said. “And it required a great deal of sacrifice from numerous people.”

      “House!” Darling said, her voice shooting up an octave or two. “We talked about this like four times!”

      “Wait, what?” I said.

      “It wasn’t that expensive. Just took a lot of gems is all. Rock and Nina and I pitched in, and Lars scooped a few with his money from the inn.”

      I blinked at her. I didn’t have any idea how to react to that. “Lars too?”

      “Yup. And his mother pitched in a bit as well.”

      “How much was it, exactly?” I said. I didn’t feel like I could let it go.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      House made a choking sound. “75 Lesser Soul Gems, 50 Weak Soul Gems, 30 Iron Bars—”

      “House!” Darling said. “Come on!”

      “I apologize, but I do not like being itchy. Especially in my mouth.”

      “That is seriously steep,” I said, just to say something because I was feeling a bit overwhelmed by the generosity of it all.

      I swung a leg over the bike and gripped the handlebars with both hands. There were no pedals or brakes as far as I could tell, so I assumed it operated similarly to the boat.

      I willed it forward, and the tires spun out against the wooden deck, then the bike did a wheelie and lurched forward while pale blue smoke blasted out of its exhaust pipe.

      I hung a hard right, leaning into the turn and executing a tight arc that saved me from shooting right through the railing and plunging into the water below.

      I coasted to a stop, hopped off, and desummoned the bike. “That is truly amazing. Thanks, guys. I’ll have to thank the others, too. Seriously—I so appreciate it.”

      “Welcome!” Darling said. “So what’ve you been up to?”

      “Oh, you know,” I said. I put my back to the cabin and leaned up against it. “Pissing off an entire religion, convincing a weird giant dude to give us glass, sneaking through Tyrann’s capital inside said giant’s mouth, uh…”

      “Murder,” Frank said.

      “We did do some murder.”

      “Not enough for my tastes, but it was a pleasant start to the day.”

      “Yeah, I saw that piracy alert go out,” Darling said. “Very cool. This is quite the boat, and I’m jealous of the alert. Would love to get the guild some more of those.”

      “If firsts are important to you, we can definitely make that happen,” I said. “Right, Frank?”

      “Consider it handled purely by me,” Frank said.

      “Thank you kindly,” Darling said. “And yeah, that would be killer. No better way to establish a guild than by being seen at the cutting edge.”

      I inclined my head, happy to have something to work at on her behalf after how much she’d just done for me.

      But I was thinking we could probably do better than a vague promise of help at some point in the future.

      “Frank, you got anything for her now? Might help if we can get them going in that direction.”

      Frank paused, then vibrated. “I can’t go into the details, but you…” he trailed off, still trembling at my side. “Ugh. Stupid limitations. I’d focus on gearing up your tanks. Like, really focus on that. Professions, gear, everything. And getting each of them a full set of powerful jewelry should be your top priority. It’ll pay off. Promise.”

      “Are you just saying that because you hate magic?” I said.

      “No,” he said, and for once in his life he sounded totally earnest.

      Darling eyed him. “I can definitely do that. Thanks, Frank.”

      “Hey,” I said, “I hate to ask for another small favor after receiving an absolutely enormous one, but maybe you could help me out with the Francis thing after this?”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “Just little stuff for now,” I said. “The guild doesn’t know I’m building an Auction House, right?”

      “Nope, just you and me, plus Rock and Nina.”

      “So maybe you spread the word that somebody named Francis is building an Auction House in the Vale. I’d keep it totally outside the guild for now—just mention it in passing to a couple people if you can manage it, maybe throw a post up on the forums from a burner account, that sorta thing.”

      “You just want people to be talking about him.”

      “Exactly. I need him to already be in the background when the time comes for him to step into the world. Nothing major just yet; we’re still setting the stage and trying to figure out what it’s going to look like. We’ll do the same thing as for the Auction House as far as the guild is concerned: the Francis stuff can stay between us and Nina and Rock.”

      “Oh, great!” she said. “I was hoping you’d be willing to clue them in on that but I didn’t want to ask.”

      “Yeah, absolutely. What else, what else. Oh, the Kings.”

      “Right,” Darling said. “Those firebombing bastards. What do you wanna do there?”

      “Gotta do something,” I said. “Can’t risk having Lars or his mother get hurt.”

      “Or to have the inn burned down,” Darling said. “Exposing the tree and everything else. The inn’s also turning a pretty penny right now. Lars has been increasing the price for rooms as the demand for Housing has gone up. And demand has gone way, way up with all the Cultists.”

      “Mixed blessing there,” I said. “You noticed the conversion thing?”

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “It was at 14% when I left.”

      I double checked and found that it had now bumped up further to 15%.

      “That’s another thing,” I said. “I’d like to get the Vale growing to fight that off. It’ll convert if it hits 50%, at which point Tyrann will be able to Tithe the city and claim a huge chunk of every coin it makes for himself.”

      Frank grunted. “The Vale’s growth rate is crazy thanks to that Raid Quest you finished, but there’s not enough Housing, and that’s slowing things way down. Not a whole lot you can do about that in the short term outside of building more inns, but the city will expand before long and NPCs will build homes and so on.

      “Then it’ll be food and water you’ll have to worry about. That’ll be the real test of whether or not it’s realistic to outpace the conversion rate with growth.”

      “I can see if anybody who’s grabbed land in the city itself is up for making an inn with their plots,” Darling said. “Imagine every little bit will help.”

      “You are a literal angel,” Frank said under his breath.

      “That’d be fantastic, and inns are paying super well right now, but no pressure,” I said. “As for the Kings, I think we agree to their meeting, but only if they let us sell water in the meantime. And we buy ourselves as much time as possible. Say I’m way out in the world and I’m heading back now but it’ll be a little while.”

      “You think they’ll go with that? Agree to a meeting a day or so out?

      “To be completely honest I really doubt they plan on showing up at all themselves,” I said. “If I were them, I’d probably just send a bunch of guards in their place to wipe me out.

      “But I think their plate’s pretty full right now with the sudden influx of players. And I really need some time to grind some levels. Almost died taking this Galley.

      “And if those players had been paying better attention, or if the weaker three had finished their class changes, or… any number of things, really, I’d be dead.”

      “How many people was it?” Darling said.

      “Four.”

      “I mean, if you can drop four people solo, I really doubt you need levels.”

      “It sounds more impressive than it was,” I said.

      “As does everything Ned accomplishes,” Frank said.

      “Seriously though,” I said. “I ganked a low-level tank that was too dumb to prioritize Magical Resistance, then knocked two spellcasters off the boat and took them out of the fight. Then I nearly got one-shotted by Aconnu. And I don’t think these Kings are going to play nice.

      “I think they’re either going to offer a terrible deal—like we hand over 80% of our profits or something like that—or they’ll just straight up try to kill me. I’ve also gotta figure out a place to meet them. I don’t like being this close to the Sands, but I doubt they’ll be willing to go far, either.”

      “I’ll see what I can arrange,” Darling said. “And the tree?”

      “Don’t see what else there is to do on that front. Not like we can force Sarissa to help, and it worries me that she freaked out over the Cathedral.” I scratched the back of my head. “How’s it coming with the Stronghold?”

      “Great,” Darling said. “We made a third golem and we’ve got it working on a Guild Hall back in the Stronghold. Looks like it functions a bit like an inn. It doesn’t generate money, but the perks are better for members.” She leaned in close and conspiratorially. “And best of all? Cheap beer. Lots of it.”

      “Truly the dream,” Frank said.

      I laughed. “Sounds awesome. Can’t wait to check it out. It might be nice to build some crafting stuff there too. Workbenches and the like. Imagine we’ll be needing more of that as people level up and start choosing their professions.”

      “Absolutely,” Darling said. “Would love to turn it into a one-stop-shop sorta place for the guild’s needs. We managed to grab everything for the Auction House but Lumber’s getting expensive fast up in Highwater. I think people are really starting to build stuff now. I’ve been looking through the Tier II buildings, and if we want multiple forges and the like we’re gonna run out of wood real fast.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But that’s where House comes in.”

      “I reenter the discussion,” House said.

      “That you do,” I said. “What do you need to kickstart your Arborist profession? I don’t want Lumber to be an issue for them, and it seems like we should be able to pull that off now that the Auction House is settled.”

      “I require time and space.”

      “Is that it?”

      “Yes. Seeds are quite reasonable, though I only gain skill points by harvesting full-grown trees, and thus far I lack the means to accelerate their development.”

      “Great,” I said. “Is there any way we could grow trees down in the Stronghold?”

      “It’s doable with a bit of work,” Frank said. “But Arborist is a little different than the other professions. Anybody can plant and harvest trees in Housing Plots—and that keeps them safe and off-limits to everybody else—though Arborists are way better at it.

      “But the real perk of being an Arborist is that they can plant trees wherever they want; any random area is fair game. Only problem is that if you do that, there’s nothing to stop random people from hacking down your trees and claiming the materials for themselves. There’s no restriction on who can cut ’em down.”

      “So the Stronghold’s perfect,” I said. “We’ve got plenty of land there, and nobody will be able to see the trees unless they decide to poke around.”

      “Not quite,” Frank said. “It’s a cave, which means you’re gonna have to work to grow a lot of stuff there. Here.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 237: Suncap

        Suncaps are a rare species of mushroom that only grow in remote caves within hot, dry climates. Powerfully bioluminescent, Suncaps are capable of providing light, heat, and nutrients to other crops, and when planted in great numbers, the mushrooms are more than capable of turning even the dankest cave into a verdant, subterranean oasis.

      

      

      I read that out loud so Darling and House knew what we were looking at.

      “Dude. That is awesome,” I added.

      “They emit sunlight?” Darling said, grinning her gap-toothed smile. “I love that so much.”

      “Everything you need to turn a cave fertile,” Frank said. “Now that Ned’s 10, I can point you to a cave out in the northwestern sands. It’s full of Elites and you’ll have to bring a Herbalist with you with at least 40 skill, but you should be able to score some Suncaps. Then you can plant them in the Stronghold.

      “And if you really want to take it to the next level,” he continued, “you could have a Farmer with 50 skill plant them outside and around your actual plots, or maybe even on the cave’s ceiling to save plot space. They can do the same thing with crops that an Arborist can do with trees—no placement restrictions.”

      “Frank,” Darling said. “I know you probably get this all the time, but you’re the man.”

      “Thank you,” Frank said.

      “You’re not gonna correct her and point out that you’re an axe with a beard, huh?” I said.

      “No,” he said. “Darling can call me whatever she wants.”

      “What about mine?” Darling said with a wink.

      “Absolutely,” Frank said in a matter-of-fact voice while he shuddered beside me. “Ned,” he whispered. “Am I melting? It feels like I’m melting.”

      I eyed him and dropped my voice. “You’re maybe a little redder than normal but you look fine to me.”

      Darling hopped off the railing and paced the deck. “I am so excited about this. I’m gonna round up some people and head there right away.”

      “Can’t wait. Is that it, then?”

      “Maybe?” Darling said. “My head’s spinning a little bit.”

      I grinned at her. “You think things are moving now? Trust me—we’re just getting started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      House and Darling climbed back down the rope ladder and into the small craft they’d sailed in on.

      We said our goodbyes, and House steered the two of them back through the gap and into the open ocean while I hung around in the cove for a moment.

      “Alright Frank,” I said. “To the Cursed Eye, yeah? Still feeling like a good choice for reasons you can’t share?”

      “Reasons,” Frank agreed.

      “But good questing, right? I’ll be happy so long as I’ve got a decent shot at grabbing a level or two in peace before the cavalry shows up to ruin my day.”

      “You’re just going to have to trust me blindly on this one.”

      “Hasn’t always worked out in the past, but I’m willing to give it a shot. First things first, though.”

      I jogged toward the back railing, then hurdled it and dove into the water. I surfaced just behind the boat and brought up my inventory while also raising Frank above the surface.

      “We need to start thinking more about travel time,” I said.

      I selected the motor House had given me and applied it to the rear of the boat, down low where it’d ride well beneath the water.

      “All of this back and forth is costing us too much time. But with a new boat in hand and now a mount, too? I figure we might as well leverage that stuff.”

      I swam around the boat, tucked Frank back into his loop, climbed the rope ladder, and pulled it up behind me. “So, where to?”

      “Southeast,” Frank said. “It’s south of the Sands and a good bit off the coast.”

      I grabbed the wheel and steered the boat out to sea a little, then headed that way. “ETA?”

      “In this boat? Maybe an hour. The speed increases aren’t linear, so going from a Slow boat to a Medium one is more of an increase than from Very Slow to Slow.”

      “Good to know. But I’m inclined to cut that down a bit.” I engaged the motor and got a prompt that I’d just consumed a Lesser Soul Gem. But nothing happened.

      I twisted around and the wake behind us was glowing in the same way that Darling’s had—though the wake itself was significantly larger, and the glow was fainter as a result—but we didn’t seem to have accelerated much, if at all.

      “Well that was disappointing,” I said.

      “Let go of the wheel for a second.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Now you’re the one acting suspicious.”

      Then the front of the boat lifted a few feet above the water and I lurched backward. Had I not been holding onto the wheel, I would have been tossed back into the wall of the cabin.

      “Dang,” Frank said. “I hate that you’re learning not to take everything I say at face value. Motor just takes a moment to warm up, especially with a bigger boat.”

      “You do recognize the irony in telling me that I need to blindly trust you then immediately following it up with an attempt at sabotage, right?”

      “That’s not ironic,” Frank said. “It’s just funny. Common mistake.”

      I pulled myself a bit closer to the wheel. It was easier to move now that the boat was no longer accelerating, and the pace was incredible. We were skipping along the water, slicing right through the rolling waves while barely making a splash.

      “ETA now?” I said.

      “Thirty minutes or so,” Frank said, “so long as you keep burning those gems. Between the engine and the boat, our timing should be just about perfect.

      “Great. I wanna get back to questing as soon as possible. New skill at 11, plus we need to upgrade our gear. I’m still using some items from the starter area.”

      “Might be rough going at first,” Frank said. “The Eye is going to be harder than the Obelisk Wood. But you’ve got a good weapon now, so that should help.”

      We passed the next twenty minutes or so in something like companionable silence, with me poking through my various menus while Frank mumbled obscenities about the moon, which was still partially visible despite the sun being out.

      Then a crescent of pale blue light caught my attention from off near the horizon.

      “What’s that?”

      “That’s the edge of the whirlpool,” Frank said.

      I set the boat on auto and climbed up the tallest of the three masts, using the iron spikes that had been driven into the wood as a ladder. Once I’d reached the last spike near the very top of the mast, I peered out over the sails.

      The whirlpool was massive—it looked like a hurricane seen from above. The walls dropped hundreds of feet to the ocean floor and were eerily smooth, every inch of the swirling water was aglow with blue light, and the Eye itself was miles wide.

      A tower of black crystal rose up from the Eye’s very center, stark against the sun-bleached coral reef that sprawled across much of the exposed seabed. I pointed at it. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “If you’re thinking that’s a mage’s tower,” Frank said, “then unfortunately you are correct. Speaking of mage towers and how utterly amazing I am—three, two, one, check it.”

      I looked left, right, left.

      “Huh?”

      “Any minute now. Annnny minute now.”

      “Frank?”

      “Question: if I was objectively correct about something then the whole world changed and it turned out that I was no longer right about that thing that I was definitely right about before, that wouldn’t be my fault at all, right?”

      “Normally I’d agree, but you dug yourself a pretty deep hole when you insisted on blind faith.”

      “Oh, well…”

      A trio of prompts flooded my screen.

      
        
        Renown Event Alert!

      

        

      
        In the center of a great whirlpool to the east of the White Hills, a cursed mage continues his decades-long quest to guard a powerful item, unaware that the foe he fears most has already stolen his charge.

      

        

      
        In the southwestern reaches of the world, a once-dormant volcano worshipped by an ancient tribe of weaponsmiths has roared back to life and is spewing a metal alloy, the likes of which this world has never seen.

      

        

      
        Far to the northeast—beyond even the Mire of Endings—a strange trader counts his last steps at the bleeding edge of the world.

      

      

      “Oh great,” Frank said. “Never mind. I’m still right about literally everything.”

      “This is what you were hinting at? Seriously?” I eyed the mage tower with new eyes, grinning.

      “Yeah, I was trying to get you to head this way earlier so you’d have more of a head start before people started showing up, but I wasn’t allowed to say anything was coming.”

      “No man, this is perfect! A Renown Event is exactly what we need to make up some ground on the ladder. And the mage tower too? Nicely done.”

      I pulled the Renown Ladder up, grimacing as I realized I’d dropped out of the top five for the first time. I was currently in seventh place.

      But if we could pull this off…

      “Do you think this is doable before the area gets flooded with people?” I said. “Can we get in and out in time?”

      “Doable? Sure. Likely? Dunno. It’s hard but short as Renown Events go, and everybody else still has to find the whirlpool. And it’s a D-grade area.”

      “But this could really blow up in our faces if somebody else finds it early and spreads the word.”

      “Yeah, in the best possible world, we finish it off then murder our way out. This is a big one though. It’s a lot more relevant to… it has more to do with… bah.” He trailed off, vibrating. “I think it’s worth the risk.”

      I rapped my knuckles against the top of the mast, considering.

      I was a lot more tempted to play it safe and bail than I liked to admit, but this was just too good an opportunity to pass up, and if Frank was pushing this hard for the area, there had to be something there beyond a simple Renown payout.

      “Screw it, I’m in.” I pushed off the mast and let myself plummet down, then Shadedrifted right back to the steering wheel. “I’m assuming this whirlpool isn’t gonna break my boat, right?”

      “Might damage it slightly if you screw the steering up badly enough and get the boat sideways, but it’ll be fine. The water moves fast but it’s not rough, and getting out is easy—it’s designed for people to come and go. If you look closely, the whole thing is spinning sideways, not down.”

      “I’m still gonna switch back to my smaller boat just to be safe,” I said. “Don’t wanna damage the Galley if I can avoid it. We might need the speed on the way out.”

      I kept heading for the whirlpool, and once we were close I desummoned my Galley while standing on the deck, which caused me to drop into now-open air and splash into the warm waters below.

      I broke the surface and treaded water while I started to summon my Cutter. But then something splashed behind me. Something big.

      I kicked around and caught a brief glimpse of green just below the surface—the exact, bright shade that usually belonged to a name tag—but it vanished just as quickly as it had appeared.

      “You see that?” I said. I canceled my boat and drew both weapons.

      Then I realized that Frank was underwater again, so I unlooped him and tucked his handle into the front of my vest.

      “Please just let me drown,” Frank said. “It would be so much less cruel.”

      “Did you see that?”

      “I was underwater, so no. But I did hear something swimming around.”

      “Yeah.”

      I cocked an ear to the wind, which carried a faint buzzing noise to my ears. “Can you hear a motor? Wait—are there underwater mounts in this game?”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      I took a deep breath and kicked beneath the surface. I looked around, but the waters were dark and the salt stung my eyes, so I gave up and resurfaced.

      “Can’t see anything, and the current’s dragging me toward the whirlpool faster than I’d like. But if it’s a player, they shouldn’t be able to hold their breath for much longer.”

      I went back to summoning my smaller boat and scanned the waves as I waited for the vessel to appear. At the very least, the Cutter would offer some protection against attacks from below.

      I climbed into the boat and hunkered down between two of the benches while aiming my weapons at the rippling water. Then I spotted a few air bubbles, so I started up a pair of Ravenblasts and let one of the two overcharge.

      A cowled head broke the surface, followed by a pair of slight shoulders. Pink skin, a familiar face. Eyes that would not meet my own.

      “Lars?” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Sorry.”

      “How the hell did you get out here? How are you just sitting there without swimming?”

      He raised his flute up out of the water and turned it sideways, frowning as seawater poured out of it. “How do you feel about bugs?”

      “Bugs?” I said. “Fine? Seriously, what gives?”

      “How do you feel about really, really big bugs,” Lars said.

      “I loathe big bugs and I cannot lie,” Frank said, which made me snort.

      I squinted at Lars. He was definitely riding on something. “Out with it then.”

      “More like up with it,” Lars said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He played a few quick notes on his still-dripping flute and the water bulged beneath him, the currents parting around a beetle-like creature with a thick black carapace and a long horn sprouting from its forehead. It had two eyes whose yellow pupils were the size of dinner plates and a thin line for a mouth.

      Lars played another note, and the strange creature pumped all six of its legs at once. The motion was eerily similar to that of a crew team propelling themselves through the water.

      “That is truly disgusting,” Frank said. “If I had a mouth, I’d be vomiting all over your legs right now.”

      I cocked my head at the creature as it brought Lars toward us. He was riding atop its neck, which was protected by thick black plates. “It’s more weird than gross if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You got a codex on that thing?”

      Frank made a gagging sound but sent it over.

      
        
        Codex Entry 1668: Beat Beetle

        Most often found nesting directly beneath popular inns and other houses of music, Beat Beetles are rare creatures who often become infatuated with musicians of great talent or potential.

        When accepted as companions, they make fierce and loyal protectors. But when spurned, the objects of their obsessions rarely live to tell the tale.

      

      

      I shook my head at Lars. “So not only are you following me, but you’re traveling with a giant bug that will murder you the moment you displease it.”

      Lars patted the giant creature on the top of its head, and its smile grew wider still. “Who, Roly? He wouldn’t hurt me. And that’s a bit hypocritical coming from you.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “We both know Frank would murder you if he could.”

      “I would definitely do that,” Frank said. “But at least I’m not gross.”

      “You are gross, Frank,” I said. “You’ve gotten me covered in blood on multiple occasions.”

      “Heh. Good times.”

      “Really, though, what gives, Lars?”

      The beetle bumped up against the little boat and nearly capsized it. But with Lars now so close, I was able to get a decent look under his cowl.

      His eyes were deeply hooded as if he hadn’t slept in days, and a white line edged in pink ran from his left ear down to his chin, a fresh wound that had only partly healed.

      “What happened to you?”

      He fingered the scar. “Nothing really. I was just leveling like you said.”

      I glanced back at the massive whirlpool spinning behind me. “But how? How are you here?”

      “I overheard House and Darling talking about meeting up with you back at the inn. So I waited til they shipped out, and Roly and I followed them to you.”

      I licked my lips. “But why?”

      “I already told you. I’m sick of just sitting around watching the inn. You said to get stronger, so I did that and now here I am.

      “I’ve been careful too. But I got in a bit over my head not too long ago and ended up on the wrong side of some idiot’s halberd.” He reached down and gave Roly another pat. “Then this big guy burst out of the ground and… well.”

      “Well what?” I said.

      “He ate him. Like, all of him.” Lars shivered. “It took a really long time.”

      “Oh,” I said, eyeing the giant bug with newfound appreciation. “Well… that’s certainly something.”

      “Vile, disgusting creature,” Frank said.

      Roly lurched forward and nearly capsized the boat a second time, but he clamped onto it with one thin leg and steadied it without noticeable effort.

      The bug brought one of his huge eyes level with Frank, then opened his mouth wide.

      I was about to jerk away, then Roly flicked a long pink tongue out of his mouth and licked Frank from handle to axe head.

      “Oh, come on!” Frank said. “Get me outta here!”

      “You’re like a tootsie pop,” I said, laughing harder as Roly got in a second lick, then a third. “But instead of nougat you’re filled with impotent rage.”

      “I’ll show you who’s impotent,” Frank said.

      I stopped laughing. “I don’t know what that would involve but I would strongly prefer you not do that.” I pulled him away from Roly.

      “That was… bah. I’m running out of synonyms for gross. But that was really, really gross.”

      “Aw,” Lars said. “He likes you, axe. Roly really seems to love magical items. Sometimes a little too much if you ask me. He keeps trying to eat my flute.”

      “As hilarious as it might be to watch Frank get eaten by a giant bug,” I said, “please don’t let that happen.”

      “He won’t. I promise.”

      “Clean me off, elf boy,” Frank said. “My beard is damp and sticky and not in a good way.”

      I was tempted to ask what exactly his beard being damp and sticky in a good way would look like, but my curiosity proved fleeting because on some level I knew it was going to be disgusting.

      “And I smell like dirt.” Frank sniffed. “I really hope it’s dirt but I’m unsure.”

      I unlooped him, dunked him in the water, and splashed him around a little. Then I stuck him back into his loop.

      “Bleh,” Frank said. “That’s better.”

      “So where are we headed?” Lars said, hopeful.

      I raised an eyebrow. “We’re headed into that whirlpool. You and Roly are heading home.”

      Lars’ face fell. But then he pressed his lips into a pale line and shook his head. “Sorry, all due respect and all but I’m not doing that. If you don’t want us around, we’ll head somewhere else, but I’m not going home. Didn’t come all this way for nothing.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you around,” I said. “It’s that I don’t want you to get killed, Lars. I almost let that happen once already.”

      “Almost is a big caveat.”

      “Sure. But still. And even if you don’t get hurt, there’s always the risk of someone seeing us together and connecting the dots.”

      “And even if they don’t, ” Lars said, “there’s also a chance that someone might firebomb the inn a second time while Ma and I are inside,” Lars said. “I’m sick of waiting for other people to come to our rescue. And now that I’ve got Roly, I don’t need to. So what’s it going to be?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Although it was wildly frustrating to have yet another wrench thrown into my plans, I could see where he was coming from. And there was no way I’d have settled for bartending in a world like this if I could help it.

      “Can you give us a second?”

      “Yeah,” Lars said. He clicked his tongue, and Roly released the boat and rowed them both backward with a series of powerful kicks.

      “I need some details here, Frank,” I said. “I’m assuming Lars went through a class change or something like that, right?”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “He’s a Bug Bard. Here.”

      
        
        Fair Folk / Mystic

        Tier II Class: Bug Bard

        Armor Type: Leather

        Pros: Powerful companion creature with high sustain, high defense, and high support capability.

        Cons: Low personal damage, defense, and mobility.

      

      

      “So it’s a pet class,” I said. “You got anything more detailed on its strengths and weaknesses?”

      “They’re good at grinding solo, but that’s about it. And their efficiency has got more to do with their lack of downtime than actual killing ability. Beetles aren’t as good as player tanks, but they’ll do in a pinch, and Lars will have some party-wide buffs that might be useful.”

      “Any heals?” I said.

      “For the bug, some,” Frank said. “But not for you or him. Are you really thinking of letting him tag along?”

      I shrugged. “I guess I am. I feel like if I send him away, he’s likely to go off and do something stupid. Plus with the Kings on high alert, maybe keeping him away from the Sands for a little while is the best thing for him.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I don’t love it, but I can’t protect him from himself. This might be the least bad option. Having somebody else around could be big for us too; we’d be able to finish this event and get out with a party a lot quicker.”

      “As gross as that bug is,” Frank said, “it can hold its own. It’s pretty flexible in general, but it shines in a group. Almost like a third party member.”

      “Yeah, it’d be nice to have something like a tank around for a little while,” I said. “We could kill a lot more quickly if I could just blast away and not worry about kiting for a bit.”

      “You’re gonna have to kill a whole lot of stuff to wrap this up, too.”

      “You suggested the area, so I kind of figured.”

      I inspected Lars.

      
        
        {Lars} (Level 8 Fair Folk)

        HP: 800/800

        MP: 950/950

      

      

      “Not bad,” I said. “He might not be super helpful at first, but it feels like we could probably boost him to level 10 pretty quickly in a D-grade zone. Take advantage of that Experience boost that we had back in the Obelisk Wood all over again.”

      “Wouldn’t take long,” Frank said.

      I shrugged, then waved Lars back over.

      “Alright then. Let’s give him the good news.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I offered Lars a hand into the boat, but he declined it and stayed put on Roly’s back.

      “If I get in,” he said, “Roly will try too. And that won’t end well.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “You think you can handle that whirlpool without falling off his neck and drowning?”

      Lars smiled. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll meet you at the bottom.” He blew a note and Roly pumped his many legs in perfect unison, and the two of them shot past our boat and disappeared over the spinning rim of the whirlpool.

      I gripped the Cutter’s steering wheel a little harder as the currents intensified and the boat started picking up speed beyond what it should have been capable of. “Anything special I need to do?”

      “Just dip on in and enjoy the ride,” Frank said.

      I stayed the course as we plunged down over the rim. The boat lurched forward, propelled by the smooth, fast currents.

      The scope of the whirlpool fully dawned on me then—it really felt like we were riding down the storm wall of a hurricane.

      The ocean floor below was pale and bright, covered with white sand that reflected the sun like snow. The area was mostly flat but for a large, exposed reef that sat at its center and appeared to have formed around the tall, dark mage tower.

      We shot downward and went swirling around the rim as if circling a giant drain. The whirlpool picked up speed as we descended to the point where the boat was groaning and twisting, boards bending beneath the strain.

      I watched as Lars got spat out with nearly ten feet of water left between him and the ocean floor, but Roly unfurled two sets of triangular, pearlescent wings and gently set the two of them down.

      I was luckier: the whirlpool didn’t launch me until I had only a few feet of water left to clear, and though our landing was far from graceful and the bow of the boat dug several feet into the sand before it stopped, I didn’t take any damage.

      I gave the boat a quick once over to make sure it was still functional, then stepped out onto the pale sand.

      It was cold and surprisingly sharp beneath my feet, and the grains were so large that I could easily differentiate them at a glance.

      I knelt down and scooped a grain up between my index finger and thumb and rolled it around. It was crystalline with sharp angles, and I could almost see through it.

      “Is this what I think it is?” I sniffed it.

      “I dunno, you’re wrong a lot.”

      “Salt?”

      “Salt.”

      I pushed some of the salt aside with a sweep of my hand, unearthing a bleached starfish and the disintegrated remains of what had probably been a fist-sized conch at one point. Apparently the crystalline layer was several inches deep with dark, firm sand beneath it.

      “Interesting,” I said. I stood up and shuffled around. “Stuff’s hard to move through.”

      I eyed the coral reef that rose at the very center of the whirlpool. It looked like a veritable mountain range, and its many jagged summits were tipped with spear-like growths that reached high overhead.

      The mage tower stood beyond and within the peaks, rising high into the air and looking eerily like Sarissa’s tower back in Highwater, though this one was jet black.

      I craned my neck, staring up at the tight circle of cloudless blue sky that was visible overhead. “Wow. That’s pretty.”

      Roly skittered over, his legs throwing up small puffs of salt with every step he took.

      Lars hopped off him and stepped up beside me, then followed my gaze and whistled. “Awfully pretty. Water’s scary, though. Can’t help but feel like the whirlpool’s going to stop spinning.”

      I nodded. “Had the exact same thought.” I jerked my head at the reef. “Assuming we head that way, Frank?”

      The reef ahead was pocked with dark holes, and I’d already glimpsed flashes of red floating between them.

      “Uh huh,” Frank said.

      I eyed Roly. “How fast is he, Lars?”

      “Pretty quick,” Lars said.

      I held out a hand and summoned my Soulchopper. “Think he can keep up with this thing?” I said as I swung a leg over it and grabbed the handlebars. “Dying to try it out.”

      “He’ll be happy to try.”

      Lars made a clicking noise and Roly dashed behind him, stuck his head beneath Lars’ legs, and lifted him right into the air. He grabbed the insect’s horn with both hands, and the bug lowered its head and charged across the salt.

      “Foul creature,” Frank muttered. “I can’t believe you let him lick me.”

      “I think he likes you,” I said. “Definitely makes one of us.”

      I directed the bike to go forward at full speed, and the back wheel spun in place for a moment, spraying the area behind me with salt crystals.

      Then it lurched forward as the rear wheel dug into the sand below, and the front of the bike lifted a solid two feet off the ground into a wicked wheelie.

      I rocketed forward, gripping the handlebars with every bit of strength I had. I shifted my weight to the front, and the lead wheel snapped back down.

      Tears streamed from my eyes as I ripped across the salty ground, the reef growing in front of me as I rapidly approached it.

      I blew past Roly and Lars—though the bug was far faster than I would have been on foot—then decided to have a bit of fun.

      I banked a hard left turn, and the bike drifted sideways and kicked up a massive cloud of salt and sand. Roly punched right through it, chirping and bobbing his head.

      I hit the throttle again and raced forward, gaining a bit more distance. The salt gave the bike’s ride an odd, floaty feel, as if I were steering it through snow.

      “Slow down,” Frank said, serious for once.

      I hit the brakes, and Roly and Lars quickly caught up.

      “You see that too?” Lars said.

      “Frank did,” I said, “but I missed it.”

      Roly skittered sideways, his huge eyes flitting about. He lowered himself to the ground and hissed.

      A line of salt bulged maybe a hundred yards ahead.

      “What is that thing?” I said. “And how do we kill it?”

      Lars scoffed. “You’ve been spending way too much time with that axe.”

      “Impossible,” Frank said. “And that’s a Salt Snake. Probably.”

      “Probably?” I said.

      Then a black fin punched up through the earth, a thin, sail-like protrusion lined with black spikes.

      “That is not a Salt Snake,” Frank said. “Too big for that.”

      Roly backed up, chittering.

      “So, is that good?” I said. “Judging from Roly’s reaction, I’m thinking no.”

      “Depends on your perspective,” Frank said. “From Frank’s perspective, it’s excellent news, because bigger creatures have way more blood.”

      I sighed. “You got a Codex for whatever you think this mob is?”

      “Incoming.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 3255: Shine-fin Scavenger

        Once content to sift through the endless sands that carpet the ocean floor in search of waterlogged flesh, Shine-fin Scavengers have taken to the Cursed Eye en masse, drawn to the many dead fish the whirlpool’s creation left behind. But now that the easy meals are all but gone, the greatest of their kind have increasingly been turning to larger prey.

      

      

      I grinned, already thinking of the fight to come, but the smile slipped from my face as Roly edged forward and brought Lars into view.

      “I’m helping,” Lars said.

      I blinked at him. “I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

      “Yeah, but you were thinking it. I know that look. Even House knows that look.”

      He wasn’t wrong there.

      “Alright. But if things look bad with mobs or other people or anything, you bail with no questions asked. Same goes for your bug.”

      I dropped my voice. “Frank, speaking of Roly, can that thing respawn? If Lars is a pet class, it seems like he’d be dead in the water without it.”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “It’ll leave a pupa behind and it’ll take a bit of time to grow back to full size, but he won’t lose it for good as long as he recovers what’s left. Unfortunately.”

      I sighed. “Great. Can you hit me with its abilities?”

      “Yup,” Frank said.

      
        
        {Righteous Anger} (Passive Ability)

        Whenever the Beetle’s bonded partner loses more than 20% of their total Health within 3 seconds, the Beetle’s aggro generation is increased by 100% for 5 seconds.

      

        

      
        {Thorn-plated Carapace} (Passive Ability)

        10% of all damage the Beetle takes is reflected back onto its attacker. This ability is calculated prior to all other mitigations, including Armor and Magical Resistance. In addition, all Thorns damage permanently causes 300% increased Threat.

      

        

      
        {Rhythm and Flow} (Passive Ability)

        When buffed by a Bug Bard song, all Thorns damage dealt is increased by 100%.

      

      

      “Looks tanky,” I said. “Reflecting damage before Armor is even considered is pretty strong.”

      “Yup. He’ll never be effective as an actual tank, but he can definitely soak up some punishment.”

      I turned to Lars. “Alright. If we’re going to try this—and I can’t be sure that we will until I get a good look at that mob’s Health and level and so on—I need to know what you guys are capable of. I assume you’ve got some new things you can do.”

      Lars grabbed Roly’s horn with one hand and the bug swung him down onto the ground.

      “Yep,” he said, and he started playing. The melody was catchy and quick, and I could feel my pulse picking up as he continued.

      “Here ya go,” Frank said.

      
        
        {Dirge of the Explosive Stampede} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You serenade all nearby teammates with an upbeat rhythm that increases their movement speed by 10% for 5 minutes. All creatures that are within 10 yards of a Player under the effects of this spell gain a 10% chance to explode on death, and minor creatures (Critters) gain a small chance to explode at full Health. All explosions provide the nearest player with 20% additional movement speed for 3 seconds.

        Cast time: 2 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 30 Mana.

        Next rank: Explosion chance is increased to 13%.

      

      

      I barked a laugh. “Nice. So rabbits and so on will randomly explode as you pass by, and occasionally stuff that you kill will blow up and give you a burst of speed. Love it, and I’m assuming Frank does too.”

      “Best song ever,” Frank said. “Seems ideal for outdoor weddings and other formal get-togethers.”

      “Here’s another one for the group,” Lars said. He played a new tune, a much slower song with deep, low notes.

      
        
        {Hateful Dirge} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You serenade all nearby teammates with a deep song that increases all Threat generation by 10% for 5 minutes.

        Cast time: 2 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 30 Mana.

        Next rank: Aggro generation is increased to 12%.

      

      

      “And these last two only affect Roly,” Lars said. He played again, his fingers flying across the holes, but this time I couldn’t hear anything.

      Roly could, though, judging by the way he was bobbing his head. His dark carapace took on an oily, prismatic sheen and an icon appeared beside his nameplate.

      
        
        {Spelleater’s Rhythm} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You serenade your Beat Beetle with a powerful song that causes it to consume all hostile spells cast on it. The effects of consumed spells are completely nullified and 100% of their damage is converted into healing. This song causes a high amount of Threat.

        Cast time: Channeled (max 5 seconds).

        Cooldown: 30 seconds (starts upon activation).

        Cost: 30 Mana initially and 5 Mana per Channeled second.

        Next rank: Max Channel time is increased to 6 seconds.

      

      

      “That’s awesome,” I said. “Shame it only affects the beetle.”

      “Hm,” Frank said. “Spelleater. I do like the sound of that, but I’m a little disappointed that it doesn’t target an actual mage.”

      “Sounds like you rushed to judgment a little bit about the buggy boy, eh Frank?”

      “Doubtful. But these songs are definitely a mark in the bug’s favor.”

      Lars played a final tune, the slowest rhythm yet.

      
        
        {Rhythm of Transference} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You serenade your Beat Beetle with a soothing song that channels 5% of the Bug Bard’s Health to the Beat Beetle every second, or vice versa.

        Cast time: Channeled (unlimited duration).

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 50 Mana initially and 10 Mana per Channeled second.

        Next rank: Health transfer is increased to 6% per second.

      

      

      “What about damage, Lars?” I said.

      He pursed his lips, then blew out a puff of air. “Well… Roly can smack things around.”

      “Sure,” I said. “But what about you? Those songs are strong buffs, but you don’t need to cast them that often and your Channeled stuff probably won’t be used constantly. What else do you have?”

      Lars readied his flute and played a series of ascending notes. A weak current of air spun around him, lifted some salt up off the ground, and spun it into a tight helix. The salt formed a spear that lanced forward but quickly dispersed. It looked a lot like Lars was using his flute as a blowgun.

      “Sonic spears?” I said. “That’s pretty cool.”

      “It certainly looks impressive,” Lars agreed. “But the effect is lackluster at best. I haven’t really figured the offensive part out. It’s made for slow going on our own. And without offensive magic…” he trailed off, shrugging.

      I rubbed my chin. I wasn’t sure how the game rules affected Lars, but I was willing to bet that his offensive spell was already working as intended and that if there really was a problem with how hard it hit, it had more to do with his weapon or just his gear selection in general than knowledge or skill.

      “Don’t worry Lars, we’ll figure it out,” I said. “Does Roly hit hard?”

      “Not particularly, but he hits harder than me.”

      I eyed the Shine-fin Scavenger, whose fin was still visible through the salt crystals. “Frank, do we need to kill this thing?”

      “Need is a strong word. You haven’t entered the Renown Event area just yet, so the items we’re after won’t drop off this thing if you kill it here. But I’d do it anyway.”

      I eyed the whirlpool, already picturing dozens of boats riding down it with bright red nameplates.

      “Let’s skip this thing then. I don’t like being out in the open, and we might as well hunt within the cover of the reef.”

      The fin turned toward us, hesitated, then surged directly at Lars at incredible speed.

      “Or not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Send the bug in!”

      “I’m sorry!” Lars said. “I don’t know what I even—”

      “Doesn’t matter, send him in!” I repeated.

      Lars clicked his tongue, and Roly skittered forward with his horn low to the ground.

      The fin swerved to meet the beetle, clearly sensing his approach.

      Lars applied his Song of Stampede Buff to the group before I had a chance to tell him to, then he surprised me even more by solely targeting Roly with Hateful Dirge.

      Which was fantastic, because the last thing I wanted was to generate more Threat.

      Roly rushed toward his opponent as long thorns sprouted all along his carapace. The fin rose by degrees, and the ground began to vibrate beneath my feet.

      “Uh,” Frank said, as the fin reached nearly six feet high and the ground around it began to bulge in earnest.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      “It’s a big one. A really, really big one.”

      “Is that a problem? ” I said. “Never mind, I’ll rephrase. Should we have Lars run?”

      But before Frank could answer, the fin surged up and the creature fully emerged with salt crystals sliding off its patchy, rust-colored skin.

      The thing looked like a damn dinosaur. Its snout was narrow like an alligator’s, and it had an overbite to match. It had six powerful legs and its tail was thickly muscled, tapering to a rectangular bludgeon that put me in mind of a sledgehammer.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Greater Shine-fin Scavenger} (Level 11 Beast) (Veteran)

        HP: 4,000/4,000

        MP: 1,500/1,500

      

      

      It scampered toward Roly, forked tongue tasting the air.

      The two creatures looked as if they were about to meet head on, then the Scavenger whipped a hard one-eighty and slammed its sledgehammer tail into Roly’s side.

      The blow sent Roly staggering sideways, though the bug kept his feet with a series of quick steps.

      “Roly at 76%,” Frank said.

      “Almost a quarter of his life with one hit?” I said. “Not good.”

      They reengaged, the Scavenger biting and grappling while Roly did his best to counter with his horn. And while Roly was holding his ground, the bug was already losing the battle—and it wasn’t close.

      “Target at 93%,” Frank said.

      I drew my blunderbuss, started up an overcharged Ravenblast, and stepped up beside Lars while the barrel sparked and flashed.

      “Again, if I say run, you run,” I said. “You and Roly both. No questions, no complaints.”

      A small part of me wanted to tell him to disengage immediately, but I didn’t want to shatter what little confidence he had, and I thought I could probably take the Scavenger on myself if it came to that.

      Or at least buy enough time for the two of them to get away.

      Lars nodded without looking at me; his eyes were riveted on Roly, his fingers twitching around his flute.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I said, “but don’t start giving him Health until you really need to. Last thing we need is for that thing to turn and charge at you instead of Roly. Hold off on your sonic spears until I attack, too. At that point you’ll be good to go.”

      “Alright,” he said.

      An image of Lars popped into the back of my head: him lying face down in the salt, the white crystals turning red around him.

      I gritted my teeth but gave him a confident nod and jogged toward the two sparring creatures. “Frank, can you keep an eye on Lars for me? Watch out for pathing mobs, patrols and all that?”

      “Can do. Be a real shame if he died before he could explode some more Critters.”

      I eyed the beetle, whose Health had just ticked below 60%.

      “Man,” I said. “I don’t know if this is gonna work. At the rate Roly is going he’s going to need healing before he’s established enough Threat to keep the Scavenger from turning on Lars. Guess there’s only one way to find out for sure.”

      I ran up alongside the two huge creatures and released my overcharged blast into the Scavenger’s armored side.

      “Hit for 370,” Frank said. “Partial resist.”

      I swapped to my pistols and strafed away. I hadn’t quite managed to rip the Threat off Roly, but it was close.

      Still, I was pleasantly surprised the bug had held its target at all. If he could weather the Threat from an Overcharged blast from my blunderbuss, maybe he and Lars weren’t as far out of their depth as I’d assumed.

      “Roly’s Health at 40%,” Frank said.

      The Scavenger opened its mouth and roared. Blue sparks started at the base of the creature’s dark fin and traveled upward to the black spikes that capped it.

      “Lars!” I said. “Spelleater!”

      But nothing happened.

      I launched a pair of Ravenblasts at the creature and ran around it as its bulk was blocking my view of Lars, but I was too late to get his attention.

      The Scavenger’s fin buzzed and brightened, then every bit of the electrical energy it had built up surged backward along the fin and ran into the creature’s sledgehammer tail.

      It planted three of its feet and pivoted with incredible speed, swinging its tail in a tight arc that left the air behind it crackling with electricity.

      I dove onto the ground, and the sledge streaked over me.

      Roly skittered away like an oversized cockroach, and for a moment I was hopeful that that would be enough—it looked like he’d exited the Scavenger’s range—but while the sledge itself whipped harmlessly through the air, it loosed an arc of electricity behind it.

      The powerful blast struck Roly from behind, and the boom that followed sounded as if a lightning bolt had struck nearby.

      “Roly at 12%!” Frank said.

      I regained my feet and charged toward Lars. He was Channeling now, pumping his Health into Roly.

      The two creatures reengaged, and it was immediately clear that Lars’ Channeling wasn’t nearly enough to keep his bug alive. Which left us with a single option.

      I released a pair of blasts at the mob—who still had nearly 60% of its life remaining—then leaped, turned in the air, and Shadedrifted toward Lars.

      I let the spell run to the edge of its range, then popped into place beside Lars while readying a pair of Ravenblasts.

      “Lars, Spelleater, now!”

      “But he’s dying!”

      “Now!” I said. “Trust me!”

      He hesitated, but then he canceled his Health Channeling ability and switched to Spelleater.

      Roly’s dark carapace went oily, so I switched off the Scavenger and targeted Roly directly.

      I released both of my spells directly at the beetle, then followed up with a Dark Harvest on him for good measure.

      The spells connected in rapid succession, hitting for 150, 153 and 524. But instead of yellow numbers, these ones were green, and they caused Roly’s Health to surge back well above 50%.

      “Did you seriously just use his Spelleater ability to heal him?” Frank said.

      “Sure did. Are you impressed?”

      I sent another pair of blasts Roly’s way, topping him up with a bit more Health before Spelleater reached its Channeling limit and the bug’s sheen faded away.

      Unfortunately, the two spells had also yanked the aggro off Roly, and the Scavenger was now stomping my way.

      “Impressed?” Frank said. “No, I’m horrified. Only you could turn an ability that sounded as awesome as Spelleater into something as revolting as a healing spell.”

      “Whatever keeps Roly alive.” I dashed to my left, intent on putting some distance between Lars and me, then threw a glance back at him. “Spears, Lars! I’ve got the mob’s attention from here on out!”

      I chained spells together while on the move and managed to sneak in four total blasts before the mob closed into melee range, but the thing was too fast for me to kite for long.

      But at least we’d worked it down below 50%.

      The mob skittered sideways slightly, and I recognized the motion as the wind-up for its tail attack.

      I holstered my weapons and waited for the strike, then dove under it and rolled right beneath the mob’s scale-covered underbelly.

      I regained my feet behind it and hit it with a Dreadful Shot that sent it fleeing away from me and—more importantly—put even more ground between it and Lars.

      Roly charged off after it, and Lars launched a flurry of sonic spears.

      I almost told him to stop, but then the first one connected for 9 damage. And given how low that amount was, I doubted it’d be enough to break my fear.

      I loaded my blunderbuss back up then swapped over and got another pair of blasts ready. I fired them off a moment later and followed up with a Fettering Shot that stunned the mob near my maximum range and pinned it in place, allowing Roly to put his wicked horn to work.

      And by the time the stun expired—and thanks to a pair of lucky crits on my part—we’d successfully dropped it into the range of Dark Harvest.

      I kited for a bit while waiting for it to come off cooldown, then cast the spell twice in rapid succession via Double Cast.

      “480, 510,” Frank said. “Target elim—”

      He cut off as the mob exploded in a burst of bright blood and dark scales.

      I got my hands up in time to cover my face, but I still caught a good amount of gristle to the chest and thighs.

      “Yes!” Frank said. “That. Was. Awesome. I don’t even care if Lars is useful. If stuff’s gonna blow up when he’s around then that’s totally worth it. Man, we gotta get him close to Darling at some point. Can you imagine if she’d been standing there in her armor? Swoon.”

      I took a few quick steps forward, testing the temporary speed buff the explosion had given me. “You know, I wouldn’t be thrilled if it weren’t for the buff because I really didn’t like catching a face full of Scavenger, but that song actually has real potential.”

      Lars stepped up beside me while rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry. That still happens from time to time.”

      “Lars,” Frank said. “Rule number two: never apologize for making something explode.”

      “What’s rule number one?” Lars said.

      “Ugh,” I said. “You just had to take the bait.”

      “Never disappoint Frank,” Frank said. “As you might imagine, Ned fairs poorly when it comes to rule number one.”

      Roly skittered atop the red puddle that remained of the great beast and bleated repeatedly. Then Lars clicked his tongue and the bug clacked over.

      Roly dipped his head when he was still a few feet out, did a half somersault, then landed squarely on his back with all of his thin feet flailing about.

      “Yeah yeah,” Lars said. He rubbed the beetle beneath his exposed chin, then scratched his scaly belly. “You did good, Roly. You did real good.”

      Green sparks danced beside the mob’s remains, so I headed that way while Lars looked on, laughing as his bug rolled from side to side on its back and tried to right itself.

      “What do you think of that bug?” Frank said.

      I dropped my voice. “I think he’s close to an ideal duoing partner for Lars, but Thorns damage is kind of awkward as a threat generator for a tank. Roly doesn’t seem to have a taunt, which means he’s not going to get aggro back once we’ve snagged it.”

      “Did I mess up at the beginning?” Lars said. He was still fooling around with Roly, and I didn’t think he’d heard me. “Is that why that thing attacked us?”

      My first instinct was to lie to him, but the truth of the matter was that he had messed up in a way, and he needed to know how if he was going to be off on his own in the future.

      But I wasn’t sure just how much Lars understood about how Threat worked as an NPC, and we didn’t have time to get into it, so I decided to keep it simple.

      “Uh… I mean, messed up is strong. Frank, correct me if I’m wrong here but when a monster is much stronger than you, they tend to be more aggressive. I was higher level, so I didn’t draw its attention, but you were considerably lower than it, so it went right after you.”

      Lars hung his head. “It thought I was an easy target.”

      “Yep, and it was clearly wrong, because it went after you and now it’s a red puddle on the floor. It’s gonna be a long process man, and you’re just getting started. Anyway, loot.”

      
        
        {Saltlick Binds}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Wrist

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +3 Intelligence, +6 Constitution

        Armor: +4%

      

        

      
        {Soul Gem} x1

        {Silver Coin} x1

        {Copper Coin} x23

      

      

      I tossed those bracers on right away; they represented a massive upgrade over the Well-oiled Bands I’d been using, which had only provided a single point of Constitution.

      The new bracers were subtle, a pair of leather wrist guards that looked like they’d been bleached from spending far too long in the sun.

      I opened up a trade window with Lars and threw my old bracers in. “My guess is you’ve got something better than these equipped, but figured I’d check.”

      Lars shook his head. “No, those are better. But I can’t afford—”

      “I swear to God Lars, if you even hint at trying to buy these things off me I will rip Frank out of his sheath and slap you with him until you reconsider.”

      “Do it!” Frank said. “Do it do it do it!”

      “Really, axe?” Lars said.

      “It’s not personal,” Frank said. “I just never get to whack stuff.”

      “Again, that’s because you’re not a weapon.”

      “I am clearly an axe with a beard.”

      “You have no stats, Frank. Swinging you would do nothing. I might as well punch things.”

      “It’s the thought that counts, Ned,” Frank said.

      “Fair enough.” I confirmed the trade. “Take the bracers, Lars. And I don’t want to hear anything about it. In fact, take those, then throw your other stuff into the window so I can get a better look at what you’re using.”

      He did, and the results were uninspiring. More than half of his stuff was statless except for the Armor they provided, and the only Uncommon item he had other than the bracers I’d just given him—which were not good at all—was his flute.

      Thankfully, though, he was using Leather, and Intelligence was his primary stat.

      “Well,” I said, “that certainly explains why your spears aren’t hitting for much. We just need to get you some better equipment.”

      “I’ve been trying to get gear,” Lars said, “but it isn’t easy.”

      “Luckily for you,” I said, “I’m transitioning into a new grade, so you can have my hand-me-downs once I’ve collected some new pieces.”

      A blip of movement near the very top of the whirlpool caught my attention. I squinted at where I thought it had been, but it didn’t seem like there was anything there.

      I pointed a gun at the reef that loomed in front of us. “Let’s try our best to avoid the rest of the Scavengers and punch inside. We’re sitting ducks out here, and we ought to be moving faster anyway.”

      Lars scratched the back of his head. “You’re sure I’m not going to slow you down?”

      “Nah,” I said, summoning my bike. “Roly just isn’t built for tanking strong, single mobs.”

      Lars hopped back onto Roly. “What do you mean?”

      “Your vile companion is good at taking a beating,” Frank said, “but bad at convincing things that he needs to be beaten.”

      “Unlike Frank,” I said, “who excels at making people want to beat him.”

      “True. If I were a tank, my taunts would be legendary.”

      “So what do we do about it?” Lars said.

      “We push on into the Renown Event and hope we find some better targets along the way.” I glanced at Frank. “Ideally we’d find some weaker monsters that we can group up a bit once we’ve got the reef for cover.”

      “There’s some lobster things inside that might work,” Frank said.

      “Lobster things it is,” I said.

      Lars eyed the many fins that were now jutting from the salty ground, swimming through the salt and the packed earth beneath it like sharks. “How are we going to reach the reef without dealing with those monsters?”

      “Just stay ten or twenty feet behind me,” I said. “I’ve got an idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I gunned my bike across the salt flats and toward the reef, aiming directly at another fin.

      “You’re sure I’ve seen all their attacks?” I said.

      “Yep,” Frank said. “It should work.”

      “Alright then. Let’s do this. Lars, you ready?”

      “Ready as I’m going to be,” he said, his voice barely audible over the roar of my bike.

      “Remember, keep at least ten feet between us.”

      “Got it.”

      I leaned forward on the bike and adjusted my path, as the fin I’d been heading for had turned away slightly.

      I steered the bike in close until I felt the creature target me—until the telltale feel of aggro was weighing heavily upon my shoulders—then zoomed away toward the reef while the huge creature rose up out of the salt.

      Lars zipped right by it and gave it a wide berth, but the mob paid him no attention and charged directly at me.

      I rapidly outdistanced the creature, and it wasn’t long before it gave up and pathed back to where I’d aggro’d it.

      We repeated the process a few times while avoiding the fins wherever we could, and before I knew it we were most of the way to the reef.

      Then a call came in.

      
        
        Video Call incoming from Player: {Darling}.

        Accept?

      

      

      The area directly in front of us looked clear, so I took the call without slowing down.

      “Hey,” Darling said, her tone surprisingly flat. Her face was backlit by a crackling hearth as she sat at one of the inn’s many tables, her cheeks flushed, mug in hand.

      She raised the glass mug to her lips, took a deep pull, then pushed it across the table and gestured for another.

      I cocked my head at her. “Things going okay over there? Didn’t think you’d be back at the inn already. Figured you’d be out grinding.”

      She forced a smile. “Yeah, it’s fine. One sec, I’m gonna mute us. Wanna make sure nobody can hear.”

      She tapped the air for a moment, then nodded. “There we go.”

      “I will still kill someone for you,” Frank said. “In fact, I will kill a preposterous amount of people for you if necessary.” He paused. “Scratch that last bit. Doesn’t need to be necessary.”

      “No,” Darling said, laughing the word. “I’m good.”

      “What about a good old-fashioned maiming?” Frank said. “People don’t maim enough these days.”

      “Maiming is truly a lost art,” I said. “But what’s up?”

      “It’s just Ton and Jukes. We’ve always had a tank lead and it’s putting me in a little bit of a bind with this focus on gearing them up ahead of everyone else. Jukes’ build has kinda taken off a little bit and Ton isn’t keeping pace, but Ton’s held that spot for years across different games.”

      “Tricky,” I said, just to say something. This was the exact sort of decision that had turned me off of running guilds in the first place: the need to constantly balance the social and competitive aspects.

      “It’s not tricky at all,” Frank said. “If Jukes is better right now, then he should be number one until he isn’t. Science.”

      “That’s true,” Darling said, “but unfortunately it’s not that simple.” She rubbed her face with both hands, then smiled. “Thanks, though. It’s probably too blunt a route for me to take, but it’s still good to hear someone else say it out loud.”

      “You lose again,” Frank whispered.

      “What?” I said. “What am I losing now?”

      “The battle for Darling’s heart.”

      “This isn’t a battle. We aren’t battling, Frank.”

      “You’re right. This isn’t a battle. It’s a massacre.”

      “What’s that?” Darling said. “Kinda hard to hear the two of you over the bike. Looks good though.”

      “Frank’s just gloating about imaginary victories again.”

      “Gotcha,” she said. “In other news, I couldn’t get the Kings to agree to leave the Sands for a meetup. Best I could do was convince them to meet you on the eastern coast, down at the very edge of the zone. Figured that would be safer with the ocean and all that.”

      I nodded. “That’s great, Darling.”

      “Don’t you dare call her that,” Frank said.

      “That is literally her name.”

      “Yeah, but you said it all weird and friendly-like.”

      “As I was saying, that’s great. Appreciate it.”

      “I wouldn’t say it went great, though,” Darling said.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I dunno. They were friendly—maybe too friendly? The whole thing just left a bad taste in my mouth. Had my hackles up the whole time. They just struck me as kind of weaselly.”

      I nodded. “How much time do I have?”

      She winced. “Yeah, that’s the bad news. They said noon or nothing.”

      “What?” I said. “You mean noon today? That only leaves a couple hours for us to finish this up and make it back.”

      “Yeah. I tried telling them you weren’t around, but they wouldn’t take no for an answer. Said that if you didn’t show up they’d toast the inn tonight.” She paused. “I still don’t think they know it’s actually you, so we could send someone else in your place if needed. Me or Nina or something.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll see if I can make it. Might be pretty tight with this event going on and the travel time involved but I’ll do my best to get there. I’d like to handle that myself. Did anybody in the guild take you up on building an inn back in the Vale?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I had three people considering it, but two of them really wanted shops and the third’s building some kind of magical laboratory. Sorry, but my hands are kind of tied as far as that goes.

      “If I could tell them that you needed inns they’d probably help out, but I didn’t think you’d want me to let those members in on the fact that we’re still working together. They’re all pretty new recruits and I don’t fully trust them.”

      “Nope, good call,” I said. “Not worth the risk, and I appreciate the effort.” I pulled up my map and checked the Vale, whose conversion rate had rocketed all the way up to 25%.

      So maybe bringing more people in earlier would have been worth the risk? It was difficult to say, but Tyrann still had a way to go, and I was pretty sure I’d be able to start pushing him back once Housing was less of an issue and I could supply food and water to spike the city’s growth.

      Darling pursed her lips. “You’re really going to meet with the Kings directly, huh?”

      “No choice,” I said, still racing toward the reef. “Trust me, I know these types of people. We’ve got two options here: give them everything we have, or fight for it. It’ll start slow, though. They’ll ask for this or that percent of everything we do to make peace, but the asking price will keep going up over time.

      “But it’s not just about the inn or the water. I think we’ll run into the same problem with the Auction House too, regardless of who claims to be running it. They’re going to see us making silver hand over fist, and that’ll make us a threat.

      “I do think the Francis thing will help there. Maybe that diverts their attention for a bit. Sends them chasing after a ghost, you know? But if we’re going to call the Vale home, we’re going to need to do something about the Kings sooner rather than later.

      “This meeting is just the beginning. Also, I have zero expectation that an actual King shows up for this meeting. But maybe they’ll surprise me.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’ve got rumors about Francis circulating around the Vale, too. People are absolutely buzzing about the potential of an Auction House in particular. I’ll make some forum posts later today, maybe have him complaining about the Raid Quest we finished and how that affected the Vale or something like that.”

      “That’d be great,” I said as I shot the gap between two roving fins. “Maybe work something in about him trying to run me out of town?”

      “Sure thing. I’ll send it over to you before I throw it up.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “That’s perfect, thanks.” Lars and I were rapidly approaching the reef, so I needed to get going. “If there’s nothing else, I really gotta run.”

      “One last thing: heat’s dying down a bit on the Sands,” Darling said. “The NPC Cultists are still everywhere, but a lot of people have taken to the other nearby zones. Highwater City’s a huge hit too.

      “Maybe you could pop by at some point and meet up with Rock and Nina and me? Calls and messages are convenient, but I think it’d be good if they saw you around a bit more. Make the collaboration feel real rather than remote.”

      “I can definitely do that. Maybe we could meet up at the Stronghold whenever we get a chance to breathe again? Seems like a relatively safe option for both of us.”

      “That’d be great,” Darling said. “Oh, Suncaps are also officially a go thanks to Frank. We couldn’t pull too many of them, but the few we managed to grab allowed House to get a good number of trees started inside the Stronghold.

      “That cave Frank mentioned is tough, though. We might head back and see if we can push in deeper and grab some more Suncaps here in a little bit.”

      “Should be a Rare Elite at the end if you can make it that far unless somebody’s recently killed it,” Frank said. “I’d bring Jukes at the very least and maybe a healer, as much as it pains me to say so. You’re gonna need a tank that can make its attacks whiff, otherwise they’ll get eaten up by its poison.”

      “Oooh!” Darling said. “A Rare Elite, eh? That’s some quality motivation right there. We’re on it! You off then, Ned?”

      “Yup,” I said. “Good luck with the cave, can’t wait to see the Stronghold. I’ll let you know about the Kings meeting. Alright, say goodbye, Frank.”

      “Bye Darling,” Frank said. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I adore you.”

      “Cheers, Frank,” Darling said. “Glad you’re getting some use out of the bike, Ned. See you.”

      I ended the call, then bit my bottom lip.

      “What?” Frank said.

      “Why do you think she kept mentioning the bike?”

      “Is that a serious question? You’re sitting on it. And she gave it to you.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Your lack of certainty offends me.”

      I went around the last fin and coasted in toward the reef. “I guess I just feel guilty about them doing so much to help me out. Seems like it should be the other way around.”

      “It has been the other way around. Head Start? Expensive pods? Hello?”

      “I guess. But I definitely could have done more and I’m not sure how to return the favor in the short term.”

      I hit the brakes and skidded to a stop just before the reef between two gigantic blades of ivory coral.

      “I’m still kinda thinking about buying a meetup spot back in Raleigh for the guild. Feels like it’d be cool to give them a place to hang out in person.”

      “Well, you do you,” Frank said. “I just think that if someone gave me a gift, I’d assume I deserved it.”

      “I know you would. But she’s also posting messages for me and spearheading the Francis thing and she’s got her guild to worry about and… I dunno. It’s a lot to ask of someone. I want to make sure it’s worth her while.”

      “I can see how you’d find it difficult to believe that someone as flawless as Darling would actually want to help you. So why not choose to believe that she’s trying to help me instead? I have a very easy time believing that. In fact, I don’t even need to try.”

      I shrugged, then sent House a message asking her to finalize things.

      “Done,” I said. “Let’s get to it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We dismounted and stepped into the reef, which finally triggered the prompt I’d been waiting for.

      
        
        Personal Alert: Now entering an active Renown Event!

      

        

      
        Renown Event Alert!

        Though the cursed mage has already failed the other members of the Triad, his black tower remains under the protection of an impenetrable spell.

        But if one searches the reef closely enough, they might find a way in through the torn pages of his diary, scraps left behind by the enemy who bested him and slipped away.

        Total Pages Found: 0

        Current Page Leader: None (0/10)

      

      

      I scanned the prompts, nodding. Collect the pages, push into the tower. Seemed easy enough.

      I rolled my shoulders, drew my weapons, and scanned the reef, which from up close was an imposing labyrinth of pearly stone whose strange walls were as beautiful as they were sharp, and the entire area had an alien feel to it.

      The ceiling—if the spaces where the coral had grown together into arches and domes could be called a ceiling—was patchy and cage-like, made up of pale latticework with long spaces between it, and bits of blue, cloudless sky were visible through the gaps.

      The cramped spaces between the coral structures were choked with four-foot-tall crabs, each of which was armed with oversized claws and a lobster-like tail that flailed out to either side.

      I inspected the nearest of them.

      
        
        {Fringe Dweller} (Level 10 Beast)

        HP: 900/900

        MP: 200/200

      

      

      I waved at Lars, and he jogged over with his bug right behind him.

      “How are we gonna do this?” he said. “Same deal? Grab one and work it down?”

      “Nah,” I said. “These things look weak and we need to step up the urgency, so the name of the game is going to be efficiency. And like I said, Roly wasn’t built for tanking single mobs.”

      I eyed the giant bug. “He’ll be much better off tanking a bunch of things at once. Thorns damage is awesome, but it’s at its best when it’s being applied to several creatures at once, because every mob you add multiplies its output.

      “So I say we figure out how many of these Dweller things Roly can handle with both of us healing and supplementing damage, and we let his reflects work them all down.

      “And best of all, once we’ve picked up some more Weak Soul Gems, I can create a piercing rune to speed up the process.”

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Stony Raven} (Consumable) (Awards 2 skill points per craft)

        Your {Ravenblast} now fires a stony projectile that pierces any number of targets within range. Targets beyond the first take 50% reduced damage.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Weak Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      “If we can coordinate the positioning just right,” I said, “I might even be able to heal Roly and blast things apart at the same time.”

      “Interesting,” Lars said. He looked to his bug. “You ready to give it a shot?”

      The bug chittered, then inclined its head.

      “Use that spear of yours to grab a couple mobs,” I said.

      “Me?” Lars said.

      “Yeah. You’re going to be doing this on your own before long, so you might as well learn.”

      “What if I screw it up again?”

      I shrugged. “Better now than when you’re off somewhere alone. Look: we don’t really want Roly charging in, ’cause he might pull more creatures than we want. So just pick your targets carefully and spear ’em.

      “The fact that the spears don’t hit very hard makes them perfect for pulling. Roly should be able to peel the mob off you no problem. And I’m here if something slips through.”

      Lars swung his flute into position. “Alright.” He started playing, and a helix of salt rose around him.

      Roly skittered toward the nearest of the Dwellers, a mob that had wandered a bit away from its fellows but then held his ground.

      Lars launched his projectile, and the spear flew right past Roly and struck the mob on its side for 18 damage.

      The mob spun and tucked itself into a tight ball, then rolled in our direction.

      Lars reapplied his buffs, the latter of which completed just before the two creatures met.

      Roly lowered his horn and met the creature head on, striking it with an upward blow that sent the Dweller flying into the air. It uncurled about ten feet up, flailed about and seemed to hang in the air for a moment, then slammed inelegantly into the ground.

      “Did you feel that?” I said. “You should have been able to feel the mob’s attention—it’s like carrying weight across your shoulders—and now it should be gone.”

      Lars nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Good,” I said. “That means the monster’s focused on Roly.” I pointed a pistol at another nearby mob. “Now pull that one and have Roly drop his current target and grab it.”

      Lars did, and soon Roly had two of the smaller creatures bashing their claws against his thick carapace, small numbers popping up over their heads as they took reflect damage with each attack they made: 40, 45, 43.

      I eyed Roly’s Health as it ticked beneath 90%. One of the two mobs compressed itself into a wheel and rolled away, then popped back onto the sands once it was ten feet out.

      It aimed its huge claw in Roly’s direction, and a sphere of sparkling water formed in the crook between its pincers.

      Lars tried to switch to Spelleater, but I reached out and capped the end of his flute with my palm. “Not yet,” I said.

      I pointed a pistol at the still-casting creature. “Good thought, but Roly is nearly full Health and we need to know how hard that spell hits. Spelleater’s strong but you can only use it every so often, so you need to make sure you’re using it at the right time.” I released his flute.

      Lars nodded, but tensed his shoulders.

      “You could transfer him some Health if you’re worried about it.”

      Lars squeezed his eyes shut, obviously frustrated with himself. And it was frustrating for me, too—we were burning time that we couldn’t afford to waste.

      But if I could get Lars up and running in a couple of minutes, the investment would probably speed up our pace overall.

      “Right.” He played, and a red beam linked him to Roly. The insect’s Health ticked up slightly, the healing slightly outpacing the damage the lone mob was dealing.

      The other mob’s spell completed and the sphere of water it had been channeling flew forward at incredible speed. The spell slammed into Roly’s side, steam hissing off the insect as the water splashed across him, and a yellow 442 floated up into the air.

      I clicked my tongue; that spell was far more powerful than I’d hoped. And it was going to make AoE leveling considerably trickier.

      “Heal?” Lars said. “He’s getting close to 50%.”

      “Just keep channeling him Health,” I said. Between the reflect damage and the pain Roly was inflicting with his horn, one of the mobs was nearing 30%, while the other was at 62%.

      I pointed a gun at the weaker mob as it ticked to 29% and blasted it with a Dark Harvest. The three spirits finished the creature off and blew it sideways into the salt.

      “One down,” I said. “And now Roly’s Health is climbing.” I pummeled the remaining mob with a series of blasts, depleting its Health bar fully in a matter of seconds.

      I checked my Experience bar.

      These mobs offered less than a quarter of the amount of Experience I’d gotten from killing the Scavenger—and the loot was equally bad in comparison, a single Weak Soul Gem and a handful of copper coins between the two mobs—but they were definitely easier.

      We did pick up our first page, though.

      
        
        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Three)

      

      

      I popped the item into my hand. The paper was soft and fragile, and the ink was so faded that I couldn’t make out the words but for a strange symbol that appeared to have been written in blood near the end of the page. I chucked it back into my inventory.

      “How many of these are we after?” I said.

      “Ten in all,” Frank said.

      “One down, nine to go. Lars, you think you’ve got the basics down? We gotta speed this up before people start arriving, so let’s try five.”

      “On it.” Lars gripped the neck of his flute in one hand and raced off, Roly scampering about in front of him.

      He planted his feet in the sand and launched another salty spear at a nearby Dweller, which succeeded in pissing the mob off and little else.

      Then Lars picked a new target and launched another spear. And another. And another. And they were all spread far, far apart.

      I cursed under my breath—Roly wasn’t going to be able to grab all those targets before they reached Lars.

      “Easy there,” I said as I rushed by him and activated Shadedrift, angling myself so that I’d pass through one of the mobs and disorient it in the process.

      I canceled the spell and pointed my weapons to the left and right. I stunned the second mob Lars had pulled with a rune-enhanced Fettering Shot and feared the third with Dreadful.

      “I’m sorry I—”

      “It’s fine, just give Roly time to grab them before you pull more,” I said.

      And the bug was already on it, rumbling from target to target, swiping each creature as he went and trampling the mob I’d stunned.

      I eyed my cooldowns, a sinking sensation in my stomach. I’d succeeded in taking the pressure off Lars, but I felt defenseless with every single one of my crowd control spells on cooldown.

      I eyed the whirlpool through a long gap in the ceiling, wondering about what was heading our way. And whether or not anyone else had already arrived.

      I shook the thought off; I couldn’t afford to be distracted with Lars around.

      Lars used his health funnel ability and healed Roly up a bit. I gave him a solid five seconds to consolidate aggro, then picked two targets at random and blasted them both before switching to a fresh pair of targets.

      I kept the blasts coming, juggling my targets as often as possible, trying to speed the kills up without drawing them off Roly.

      Two of the mobs rolled away and wound up two more of those boiling spheres, but Lars had Roly devour them with a well-timed Spelleater’s Song.

      It seemed like the right call, right up until the other three mobs rolled away and aimed spheres of their own in Roly’s direction.

      “Uhh,” Lars said. “Problem?”

      I eyed my cooldowns—I didn’t have anything available.

      “Problem,” I said.

      I took a few quick steps forward and finished off the mob with the lowest Health with a Dark Harvest, then put myself between Roly and one of the others.

      “What are you doing?” Frank said as I turned my pistols on the bubbling sphere of water magic that was now soaring in my direction.

      I fired a pair of Ravenblasts at the projectile, but my birds passed right through it and the sphere continued on undiminished.

      I eyed Roly’s Health; at his current level, getting hit by two of those spheres outright could easily be fatal.

      I fought down the urge to duck the spell and spun around instead, letting it strike me fully in the back. I stumbled forward and the force of the impact drove me belly-first to the ground, water hissing and steaming all around me.

      “Your Health at 24%,” Frank said.

      I checked on Roly while I regained my feet; the sphere he’d taken had crit and dropped him below 20%, but his Health was rising every second under the effects of Lars’ Health transfer.

      I finished off the mob I’d most recently targeted with a pair of blasts and Roly dropped another, then we put the other two down in quick succession.

      I holstered my weapons and bent over, hands on knees, breathing hard.

      “That was a lot closer than I wanted it to be.” I stole a glimpse at Lars, who was still pumping his Health into Roly and shaking his head.

      “Almost got you both killed,” he said.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t,” I said. I went over and clapped him on the back. “The only point of Health that actually matters is the very last one. You gotta try to relax a little bit. You’re learning.”

      “I used that spell too early,” he said. “After almost getting myself killed by pulling too fast.”

      “Again, almost doesn’t count for anything,” I said. I went over and scooped up the loot, which was solid.

      
        
        {Weak Soul Gem} x3

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Three)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Seven)

        {Copper Coin} x55

      

      

      “Another Page Three. Anyway, it’s a delicate balance to strike,” I continued. “You gotta use Spelleater as much as possible while also holding it for the best moments. You’ll figure it out. Heal up and we’ll try again.”

      Lars dropped to the salt and crossed his legs, then plucked some kind of biscuit out of thin air, so I did the same.

      Roly bounded over to me, looking surprisingly dog-like. He tried to lick me just as he’d licked Frank, but I leaned back quickly enough to avoid his pink tongue.

      Then he scooted forward and tried again, so I whipped Frank out of his sheathe and held him up between us.

      And this time, Roly was very, very successful.

      “Oh, come on!” Frank said. “Seriously? I haven’t questioned your manhood for several minutes and this is how you repay me?”

      “Who would have thought a Frank-flavored lollipop would prove so popular?”

      “I’m offended but not at all surprised.”

      “I guess you wouldn’t be.”

      Roly gave Frank one more huge lick then flopped onto the ground beside Lars.

      I jammed Frank back into his loop as my Health hit 100%.

      “All set for round two?” Lars said.

      “Yeah, you’ve got this,” I said.

      Lars hopped onto Roly, and the two of them went charging off beneath a coral archway toward the next pack of creatures.

      Then Lars surprised me by conjuring a mostly transparent spear from atop Roly’s back and lancing it into the nearest mob; I hadn’t realized he could attack while mounted like that.

      Roly responded by whipping his horn sideways and sweeping the Dweller aside without so much as breaking stride. The two of them stampeded through the reef’s tight corridors, with Lars throwing out spear after spear.

      Once they had five mobs in tow, Roly made a wide turn and dragged the whole pack back toward me. And best of all? Two of the mobs tried to target them with spheres of water, but Lars steered Roly out of the creatures’ line of sight and they had to abandon their spells.

      “Well, that’s an improvement,” I said.

      Roly dragged the mobs into my range then spun around to engage them, so I drew my pistols and peppered the crowd with blasts.

      And as soon as the first Dweller rolled away to ready a watery orb, I stunned it with a Fettering Shot to interrupt the spell, then unloaded and nuked it into Harvest range.

      But then the stun expired and the mob curled up and bowled toward me.

      I dashed left as if I were trying to outrun it, then juked right at the last moment, causing the crab to go spinning off through the salt beside me and smash into a bladed piece of coral.

      I circled around Roly and dragged it back toward the pack.

      It sped through its fellows just as I’d hoped it would, so I finished it off with a Harvest for nearly 500 damage, 70% of which also affected the rest of the group, their red Health bars dropping in unison.

      I chained another Harvest via Double Cast, which left all of the remaining mobs low enough for us to pick them off without much trouble.

      Lars funneled his Health into Roly as the last mob dropped, a huge smile plastered across his face.

      “That was good, yeah?”

      “That was great,” I said. I checked my Experience bar, which had bumped up by a solid 5%.

      But once again I found myself peering up through the coral ceiling and out at the smooth, towering walls of the whirlpool.

      A cluster of dark dots sat at the very top of the wall to my left, but I couldn’t tell if they were rocks or ships from this distance. Hopefully rocks.

      I looted the creatures we’d killed and snagged a few more gems, plus a Page One.

      “You think we could handle seven of these things at once?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Lars said.
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      I sat in the salt while Lars ate and drank to restore his Health and Mana, leaning up against Roly’s broad back.

      Lars and I had gotten into a steady rhythm; he’d round the mobs up and group them tightly, and I’d ping them down while watching for mobs that broke away to cast, interrupting them with my crowd control spells whenever necessary.

      Around six Dwellers had turned out to be the sweet spot, which increased to 10 after Lars had hit level 9 and gained a powerful area of effect ability for Roly.

      
        
        {Spike Bomb} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You play a sharp note that causes your Beat Beetle to instantly deal 75% of the total Thorns damage it has reflected over the last 10 seconds to all enemies within 10 yards.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute.

        Cost: 60 Mana.

        Next rank: Thorns damage dealt is increased to 80%.

      

      

      The ability had a fairly long cooldown so it wasn’t something we could depend on for sustained damage, but it was pretty devastating against tightly grouped mobs.

      And even better? I’d farmed up enough Weak Soul Gems to create a Rune of the Stony Raven. While I hadn’t gotten any profession points thanks to the recipe graying out, being able to throw out Ravenblasts that pierced multiple mobs was an absolute Godsend, especially after Roly dropped a Spike Bomb and created enough Threat for me to go all out, if only for a short time.

      I’d slapped the rune onto my offhand pistol, which meant I now had a rune applied to each weapon, so I’d gained the piercing effect without losing the stun-enhancing power of my Rune of Rapid Binding. The runes also applied to both pistols, which meant a single piercing rune allowed all of my pistol blasts to pierce, but the effect was lost the moment I swapped to my blunderbuss.

      The combo was efficient, though: I’d just hit 11 on that last pull, and we’d picked up some fantastic loot.

      
        
        {Weak Soul Gem} x33

        {Silver Coin} x29

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Ten)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Two)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Four)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Nine)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Three) x2

        {Copper Coin} x78

      

        

      
        {Brinebright Ring}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Finger

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +6 Intelligence, +4 Constitution

        Magical Resistance: +16%

      

        

      
        {Seabreaker’s Shield}

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 23

        Slot: Offhand

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +2 Strength, +10 Constitution

        Secondaries: +10% Threat Generation

        Physical Resistance: +15%

      

      

      We still needed Pages Five, Six, and Eight to complete the set, and Page Three really needed to slow its roll; we already had four of those. But all in all, it was a great start where the event was concerned.

      I’d thrown the Brinebright Ring on right away and tossed the item it had replaced to Lars, and I’d just tucked the shield back into my inventory. I figured I could sell it for a pretty penny once the Auction House was built, or better yet just hand it to one of the guild’s tanks.

      And best of all? I finally had a new skill to pick.

      
        
        You may select 1 of the following 3 spells. Unselected spells may or may not appear at a later time.

      

        

      
        {Repel} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You physically strike an enemy within melee range, causing a burst of shadowy energy that deals no damage but knocks your target back up to 15 yards. Knockback is directional, and stronger strikes inflict more powerful knockbacks.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 25 seconds.

        Cost: 50 Mana.

        Next rank: Max knockback range is increased to 17 yards.

      

        

      
        {Shadestep} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You teleport up to 20 yards away and reappear behind an enemy target, slowing their movement speed by 20% for 3 seconds.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 60 Mana.

        Next rank: Mana cost is reduced by 20.

      

        

      
        {Corrosive Blast} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 35 yards away with a blast of corrosive energy that deals 80 Acid damage and reduces the target’s Armor by 2% for 20 seconds. This effect stacks up to 3 times. This spell deals damage based on your level (base damage) and Intelligence statistic, plus Magical Attack.

        Cast time: 1.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 25 Mana.

        Next rank: Cast time is reduced by .2 seconds.

      

      

      “So what do you think, Frank?”

      “We both know what I think,” Frank said. “And we both know what you’re going to do, so let’s just skip to the part where you’re boring and I’m disappointed.”

      I gave the three options a good look.

      Repel was very tempting; the cooldown was a bit long, but knockbacks were fantastic at creating breathing room, and the mere possibility of sending someone flying off a cliff to their inevitable doom already had me wanting to pick it up.

      The second ability was interesting. On the one hand, it was quicker than Shadedrift, but it lost points because it required me to target a hostile creature, plus it would put me in melee range.

      The third was… weird.

      That ability would be extremely powerful in a group setting—and insanely good in a raid—but it really wasn’t going to help me out in the short term. I didn’t like that I couldn’t cast it on the move, and reducing Armor wasn’t going to help me much as a caster.

      “Alright.” I selected Repel, stared down at Frank, then confirmed my choice. “How do you like me now, Frank?”

      “I still don’t,” Frank said. “But I will admit to being deeply confused. Did you just pick that ability to spite me? Wait, no—that’s not how spite works. Why are you appeasing me? Are you attempting to woo me?”

      He hesitated. “That’s it, isn’t it? Oh, I knew this day would come. Your barriers have officially been transcended.”

      “Woo you?”

      “Why else would a feckless fool like you choose a punching ability? Clearly mischief is afoot. You, like this day, are officially suspicious, and I refuse to be bamboozled.”

      “I am not suspicious,” I said. “Nor am I trying to woo you. Who even says woo anymore?”

      “Oh, you’re not suspicious, huh? Spoken like someone who has something to hide.”

      “No, I just didn’t want the third ability because that’s clearly a group-based spell, which makes it kind of clunky given that we’re constantly on the run.

      “If it reduced Magical Resistance instead of Armor I probably would’ve snagged it for the tougher fights, but it’s just too weird otherwise.

      “It would’ve been nice to have a spammable attack that didn’t cause too much aggro, but I wouldn’t be able to run and gun the way I can with Ravenblast, and that’s a dealbreaker for my playstyle.

      “The second ability was tempting—I could Shadeblink into blunderbuss range to finish stuff off—but I’ve already got a flexible bail-out spell.”

      “So you defaulted to the punch ability,” Frank said.

      “Sorta. But knockbacks are some of the best crowd control abilities around. And now that we’ve got a blunderbuss, we’ve got a major reason to mix it up in melee range, or close to it.

      “I’m still squishy too,” I added. “And while we might be able to kite mobs all day long, players are going to have gap closers and charges and stuns and roots and so on.

      “So if someone jumps on me now, I can pistol whip them and get a bit of breathing room without having to burn Shadedrift right off the bat.”

      “Or you could hit them with me,” Frank said.

      “I could hypothetically do that,” I said. “But I almost certainly won’t, because it would be pointless.”

      “So, lemme get this straight. You picked the punching ability because you thought it would help you run away better.”

      I paused. “Well, I mean, when you put it like that—”

      “I award you 1 Frank point. Congratulations, you’re finally on the board.”

      “Frank point? I can’t believe you have a point system. Actually, scratch that: I totally can. How long have you been sitting on this?”

      “I just made it up about an hour ago. I didn’t feel like scoring you on a ten-point scale left me enough room to articulate how disappointed I am in you as a person.”

      “Okay, so I’ve got one point,” I said. I pointed a gun at Roly. “What about the big guy over there? What’s he at?”

      “Roly currently has nine thousand and fifty-six points.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Really? Roly has over nine thousand points? The bug that licks you against your will? That you met, like, hours ago?”

      “Sure, but Lars said that he literally ate a guy,” Frank said. “We both know you can’t compete with that. And yes, I deducted points for the licking. But at the same time, I’m also not surprised that I’m delicious, so I can’t exactly hold that against him.”

      I suppressed a gag. “Please don’t refer to yourself as being delicious ever again. What about Darling?”

      “Darling has 18,600,068 Frank points.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

      “She is currently in second place. Truly rarefied air.”

      “Wait, second place? Who’s winning?”

      “Me. I thought that would have been obvious.”

      “It probably should have been. I’m almost afraid to ask, but how many points do you have?”

      “Ninety trillion and counting. But I’m Frank, so I’m kind of untouchable when it comes to Frank points.”

      I stood up and dusted myself off, brushing the ever-present salt crystals off my trousers and earning some side-eye from Lars. He was back to eating again after funneling some Health into Roly, whose regeneration rate was quite low.

      “Lars, I’ve just got an ability to test real quick,” I said. “Then if you’re comfortable with it, we’ll mount up and head a bit deeper in.”

      “Sure,” Lars said.

      I pulled up my blunderbuss and wound up a Ravenblast, let it overcharge, then approached the nearest Dweller.

      The mob tucked into a wheel and spun toward me as I stepped into blunderbuss range. I raised the gun to my shoulder, waited for the mob to close the gap a bit, then fired.

      The gun kicked back, my shoulder buzzing from the impact as a huge raven unfurled its gold-flecked wings and flew forward.

      The spell crit and dropped the mob all the way down below half Health, but it didn’t dissuade its assault in the slightest.

      I swapped to my pistols, but the creature was coming in too low to punch, so I mentally activated Repel and kicked the creature right as it unfurled in front of me, catching it squarely beneath its chitinous chin.

      A small explosion of dark magic erupted from the area I’d made contact with and the mob flew backward, spinning end over end. It crashed into the salt maybe twenty feet away but quickly righted itself.

      I switched to my pistols and gunned it down, watching each of my now grayish birds punch right through my target and fly out the other side thanks to the piercing effect of my latest rune.

      I had to slow the damage down a bit to keep the mob from casting with a Fettering Shot, but I dropped it with a Harvest quickly afterward.

      “Hm,” Frank said.

      “What?”

      “I will admit that I enjoyed a small part of that fight. That was a solid kick. I award you a second Frank point.”

      “Nice!” I said. “Two points in one day.”

      “I’m docking a Frank point for enthusiasm,” Frank said. “Tread carefully.”

      I rolled my eyes and looted the dead mob and came away with another Weak Soul Gem and yet another Page Three.

      “Can you clear something up for me real quick?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said.

      “So, the knockback is directional. I kicked that mob like a soccer ball and it went flying like you’d expect. But I only got about half of the maximum distance?”

      “Yep. You could’ve put more oomph into it, basically. That was a quick kick, so you got an average knockback. If you wanted to max it out, you’d have to get a running start and jump kick something in the chest, that sorta thing.”

      I started summoning my bike. “Interesting. And if it’s directional, does that mean an uppercut would turn it into a knock up rather than a knockback?”

      “Yup. Probably won’t ever get the full distance there, though. Gravity’s a real jerk.”

      “Still,” I said. “That’s even better than I’d hoped. Knocking a melee class straight up into the air would be insanely strong.”

      My bike finished summoning, so I swung a leg over it, hit the gas, and pulled up next to Lars. “You two all set to push on?”

      Roly dipped his head, and Lars stepped up onto his back.

      “Ready as we’re ever going to be,” Lars said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lars and I pushed through the sprawling reef, cutting down countless waves of Dwellers while we worked our way toward the black tower that loomed over the center of it all.

      But eventually the salty ground and the bladed coral that choked it gave way to a sun-bleached wall that stood a few hundred feet out from the mage tower and appeared to run the entire way around it.

      I scanned its smooth span, looking for a way in but finding none.

      “There an entrance I’m not seeing?” I said.

      “They change,” Frank said.

      “The entrances?”

      “Kinda. Maze is always growing.”

      I spotted a red name atop the wall—which sent a spike of panic running through me—but I managed to inspect it before it ducked out of sight.

      
        
        {Whitefin Coralshaper} (Level 11 Humanoid)

        HP: 1,400/1,400

        MP: 2,200/2,200

      

      

      Just another mob, then. For a moment, I’d been worried it was another player. I stared up at the raging walls of the whirlpool and scanned the top of it.

      The dots I’d seen earlier were still in the same place, but were there more of them? I couldn’t tell.

      “Bleh,” Frank said. “Mages. Here, new entry now that you’ve seen them.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 4399: The Coralshape Tribe

        The curators of an ever-growing labyrinth riddled with pitfalls, the Coralshape Tribe is obsessively dedicated to protecting the Onyx Tower.

      

      

      “They’re protecting the tower, huh? And pitfalls? That’s gotta mean traps.”

      I glanced at Lars.

      “I’m not going back,” he said.

      I sighed. “I know. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” We mounted up and circled the wall, still looking for an opening.

      I spotted a gap up ahead, an elegant entryway that was barely wide enough for Roly to fit through, flanked by a pair of Coralshapers.

      The two mobs were swaying on their feet with their hands outstretched, and the coral archway was bulging and swelling between them.

      I hit the brakes, and Roly slowed beside me. “Alright Lars, you sure you wanna do this? Once we’re in, it won’t be easy getting out.”

      “I’m sure,” he said.

      “Alright then. Have Roly take the mob on the left and try to pull it away from the maze and onto the salt. I’m burning the one on the right.”

      “Got it.”

      I hopped off the bike, then desummoned it before drawing both of my pistols and readying a pair of blasts, overcharging one. I pointed my weapons at the swaying mages as the coral writhed all around them.

      Lars hopped off Roly and the bug skittered forward, so I launched my two ravens and sent a pair of gold and gray birds flying across the salt, crystals pulling up in their wake.

      The explosions hit home for 155 and 315, but the mobs didn’t even budge.

      “Target at 65%,” Frank said.

      Roly skidded to a stop, chittered, then doubled back toward Lars.

      I stalked closer to the mobs, launching paired blasts every few seconds, rapidly burning through the Health pool of the mob on the right.

      Then the coral archway rippled, and the ground shivered beneath my feet.

      I Shadedrifted sideways just as a wicked ivory spear ripped up out of the ground and punched through the very spot where I’d been standing.

      The defensive wall that the shapers had been working on blurred, then a hail of smaller spikes shot out of it and flew toward Lars.

      Thankfully Roly had reached him, and the huge bug placed himself in the line of fire to protect the elf.

      I canceled drift and hit the ground running, then wound up and released another pair of blasts. Spikes shaped like giant ribs erupted behind me in a line that seemed to be getting closer with each new attack.

      “Target at 21%,” Frank said.

      That meant Harvest range, but I also had to get a little closer for that spell. I planted a foot in the ground and changed direction, making a beeline for the two mobs.

      I dropped one of them with a Harvest but kept running while the spikes nipped at my heels.

      “Spikes are catching up,” Frank said, so I hit the remaining mob with a Fettering Shot which put an end to the attack—at least for now.

      I managed to get all the way behind the stunned mob before the effect wore off, and I positioned myself so that the labyrinth was rising behind me.

      I hit the monster with a Dreadful Shot from there, which forced it to flee directly away from me and the wall behind.

      Every attack it had used thus far had manipulated the wall somehow—the darts that had peppered us, the spikes that had nearly impaled me—so I was wondering if their powers were tied to it.

      Roly thundered toward the Coralshaper, charging with his great horn low to the ground.

      I hit the mob with two blasts which broke my fear effect, but then instead of whirling around and casting at Roly or me, it ran straight back toward the labyrinth.

      Unfortunately for the Coralshaper, it wasn’t fast enough to avoid Roly, and the giant bug caught up with it in no time and speared his horn into the mob’s lower back, knocking it to the ground while Lars launched a series of weak spears at the prone creature.

      I dashed forward, pumping my arms and winding up spells at the same time.

      The Coralshaper regained its feet and made a slashing gesture in my direction with one hand, though its eyes were locked on the labyrinth behind me.

      A long shadow fell directly across me, so I threw myself sideways and twisted in the air.

      A massive column of coral smashed into the ground like a toppled tree and sent up a huge cloud of salt and sand. I strafed away and stole a glance at the wall behind me, which now had a long, dark gap in it.

      It seemed like the Coralshaper had ripped an entire section free and tried to drop it on my head. And the mob was fast approaching.

      I fired two blasts, and spun the gun in my right hand and caught it by the barrel, which was warm in my palm.

      “Target at 70%,” Frank said.

      I held my ground as the mob neared me and kept winding up a Ravenblast with my offhand while holding a firm grip on my other gun.

      I stepped directly in front of the creature and activated Repel, then put every ounce of strength I had into swinging the butt of my weapon in a vicious uppercut.

      The blow caught the mob beneath its chin, and the impact sent a wave of vibrations shuddering up my arm. A dark explosion followed—so strong that it rippled my leathers and blew all the salt in a 5-foot radius away—and the mob lifted up off the ground and tumbled into the air.

      It flew about ten feet up, so I fired off the blast I’d been saving—which caught the mob at the apex of its flight for 176—and managed two more spells while it was still airborne.

      It slammed back into the salt and took a small amount of fall damage, then Roly was on top of it, gnashing and biting as Lars pummeled it with spears.

      I kept blasting, and a pair of lucky crits killed the mob before I had a chance to use Harvest.

      I glanced back at the wall. There were about twenty feet between it and the mob’s corpse, and as far as I could tell, it was no longer growing or shifting in any way.

      “Well, that was interesting,” I said.

      Both of the corpses were putting off green sparks, so I looted them and picked up a pair of Soul Gems plus Page Eight, which only left Pages Five and Six.

      “Their magic is definitely tied to the reef,” I said.

      “I hate it when you pick things up,” Frank said. “It’s the worst.”

      “So what does that mean for us?” Lars said.

      “Normally it’d be great,” I said. “We’d lure these things out one by one and work them down in relative safety. But we don’t have time for that. And once we’re inside that labyrinth, things are bound to get messy if they can actually control it.”

      An orange gleam caught my eye from just inside the entryway.

      No, two gleams.

      No, a pair of orange eyes.

      They were small and situated near the floor, and while I couldn’t get a good look at the creature, I knew we were dealing with something small.

      Its nameplate was friendly, so I inspected it.

      
        
        {Bella} (Level 12 Familiar)

        HP: 2,000/2,000

        MP: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      I crept a bit closer, holstered my pistols, and squatted there in the salt only a few feet from the archway the Coralshapers had been guarding. “A Familiar? Frank?”

      “They’re pets,” Frank said. “Here.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 960: Arcane Familiars

        Though Arcane Familiars are weak and fragile, they live exceedingly long lives, and their natural intelligence makes them popular companions for the few mages who are powerful enough to summon and bind them.

      

      

      “So this has something to do with our failure of a mage, eh?”

      “All mages are failures by definition,” Frank said. “But yes.”

      I clicked my tongue and held out a hand, palm-up, but only succeeded in driving the creature deeper into the maze. I stood up and rolled my shoulders, giving the towering wall a long, hard look.

      “Alright. So we’ve got a mage tower, a wandering familiar, and a maze with moving walls that those fish creatures are going to try to drop on us as we push through. Any other surprises. Frank?”

      “None that I can share.”

      I turned to Lars. “You sure you’re up for this?”

      “Yes, now stop asking.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Let’s do it.”

      I led the way through the archway, with Lars and Roly following close behind.

      It was darker within the inner reef—the high walls filtered out much of the sunlight—and the passageway beyond the arch was wide, maybe ten feet across.

      We headed in a little way, then something groaned behind me, and the maze darkened further.

      “Lars?” I said. “Something going on back there?”

      “You’re going to want to see this for yourself,” he said.

      I swallowed, then doubled back. Lars was standing in front of a wall that was unremarkable in every way.

      “I’m not sure what I’m looking at,” I said. I placed a hand on the coral, which was warm to the touch. The wall had a sour stench to it, like citrus that had spoiled in the sun.

      “This is the entryway,” Lars said. “Well, this was the entryway.”

      A dark-clad figure flew above our heads, little more than a streak blurring across the sky. Then the sound of laughter filled the maze.
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      Frank cleared his throat. “I feel obligated to point out that the mage-magic-pet-thing is leading us into a murder maze.”

      “Would have thought you’d be thrilled,” I said.

      I drew one of my guns and pressed the barrel to the coral, then dragged it sideways, leaving a long white line behind.

      A line that quickly healed only seconds later. So much for leaving a mark that we could follow.

      “Huh,” Frank said. “That’s a half-decent point. Your death is most likely imminent, so why am I not thrilled? I should be over the stupid moon right now.”

      “Maybe you’re claustrophobic? You hate your sheath, right?”

      “I fear nothing. The sheath thing is about the sweat. And the general moistness.”

      I winced. “Don’t use that word.”

      I opened my inventory, took out a copper coin, and dropped it on the ground.

      “Smart,” Lars said.

      “Yeah, we’ll see,” I said, shrugging. “Might not matter if the maze is capable of changing, but it’s worth a shot. Get between me and Roly.” I pointed a gun down the dark corridor. “I’ll take point, you and Roly watch the way we came.”

      Lars whipped his flute into position and reapplied his buffs, though they still had a couple minutes left on them.

      I pulled my blunderbuss out and overcharged a blast, which ended up being even more useful than I’d thought—the golden sparks offered a good bit of light to see by.

      The walls were fuzzing as that first archway had under the influence of the Coralshapers, their surfaces writhing and expanding. I held the sparking barrel of my gun to the nearest wall, wanting a better look.

      “Crap,” I said. “The walls are pushing in! Lars, this way!”

      I bolted forward, running with the blunderbuss held awkwardly in front of me as a makeshift torch. Lars grunted behind me, and Roly’s feet were loud against the floor.

      The corridor slowly compressed as we ran on—it was nine feet wide, eight, seven, six. A circle of daylight shone about thirty feet ahead, but it felt like a hell of a long way off.

      Eight feet.

      Most of all, I worried about Roly owing to his great size. And if he wasn’t around to protect Lars…

      Seven feet.

      I reached the circle—a shrinking doorway set into another wall—and hopped right through. I gave the next corridor a quick sweep with my blunderbuss but found it empty, and I turned back in time to see Lars dive headfirst through the circle.

      Roly slammed into the strange doorway and the wall shuddered, then held as he bounced off it. The opening had already narrowed too much for the bug to fit through.

      And the walls behind him were down to six feet apart.

      Roly chittered and backed up, got a running start, then slammed into the entryway even harder than before, causing the coral wall to fracture, though the cracks healed up seconds later.

      He tried to repeat the process, but this time he’d gotten himself fully stuck, and his many legs were kicking uselessly at the air.

      “No!” Lars said. He grabbed the bug by its horn and pulled, but Roly didn’t budge.

      I put my back to Roly, activated Shadedrift, and ghosted right beneath his flailing feet.

      I let the spell run about half its max distance, then hit the ground and accelerated back the other way in a full sprint. I dropped my blunderbuss into my inventory and willed myself to go faster, arms pumping at my sides.

      I activated Repel as I reached melee range, lowered my shoulder, and rammed straight into Roly from behind.

      Dark energy exploded between us, and the force of it sent Roly flying forward through the entryway amid a hail of broken coral while I bounced backward and down the contracting corridor.

      I hit the ground on my back but rolled right to my feet. Now that Roly had broken the circle open, the walls were the only element at play.

      But they were only four feet apart now, and if anything, they were picking up speed.

      “You better not let me get squished,” Frank said. “If I get squished, you forfeit all Frank points.”

      I ignored him and focused on the task at hand, on putting one foot in front of the other as quickly as possible. The walls were three-and-a-half feet apart. Then three.

      I accidentally struck the wall with my right hand, then did the same with my left, so I hugged myself and tried to pull my shoulders in to make myself small. I eyed Shadedrift’s cooldown, but there wasn’t time.

      The walls shuddered.

      “Move it!” Frank said.

      I took two bounding steps, then leaped head-first, grabbed what remained of the wall that had held the circular door in midair and yanked myself through it.

      I hit my head hard on the way down and the world went bright for a moment, then I tumbled to a stop and ended up on my back.

      My ears were ringing, and two big, glassy orbs were staring down at me.

      Then something rough and wet slapped against my chin and made it more than halfway up my face before I realized what it was.

      “Yeah, get licked!” Frank said. “Not so funny when you’re the one getting moistened, is it?”

      I pushed Roly away, sat up, and scraped my tongue with my fingernails.

      “Ugh. My mouth was open.”

      Roly plopped down in front of me and wagged his entire rear end in an aggressively friendly manner.

      I sighed, reached out, and scratched underneath his chin, which caused one of his legs to kick out to the side like some kind of giant, mutant puppy. “Yeah yeah,” I said, grinning. “You’re welcome, big guy.”

      Lars knelt beside me. “You alright?”

      I looked myself over. “Certainly seem to be.”

      Lars offered me a hand up, so I took it.

      “That was absolutely insane,” he said. “You were seconds away from getting squished.”

      “Yeah, well, so was Roly. Can’t have you running around a death maze without your guardian beetle.”

      “Thanks,” Lars said.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I glanced back at the passageway we’d entered through, which had now closed so tightly that I couldn’t even spot the seam where the walls had met.

      “Well, we’re not going back that way. Do me a favor and keep your eyes open.”

      “Done,” Lars said.

      We pressed on, wandering through a series of narrow corridors while leaving coins behind at every decision point.

      After a solid five minutes of dead ending and double backing—much of which was complicated by Roly’s inability to turn around in the tightest passages—we came to a circular door much like the one that had nearly trapped Roly.

      I poked my head through the opening. On the other side was a small room with three passages leading into darkness beyond.

      Two orange spheres flashed like candlelight at the rear of the middle passage, and this time I got a far better look at it: it was a black cat with massive eyes.

      “Do we trust the magical cat thing to have our best interests in mind?” I said.

      “I like cats,” Frank said.

      I glanced down at him, taken aback. “You just like cats? That’s it? That’s all you’ve got to say?”

      “Yep. Like ’em.”

      “You’re not gonna elaborate and reveal that you actually like punting them or anything like that?”

      “I have happily punted most animals,” Frank said. “But never a cat.”

      “Just feels weird to have you talk about liking something.”

      “I like plenty of things.”

      “You’re going to scare the cat,” Lars said.

      “Hold on,” I said. “Frank, name three things you like. And no, Darling doesn’t count.”

      “Easy,” Frank said. “Murder—”

      “Too dark. It’s abundantly clear that you like inflicting suffering on things, but we’re going for lighthearted interests at the moment, so try again.”

      “Uh, mayhem.”

      “Still too dark.”

      He paused for a very, very long moment.

      “Mmm… macarons.”

      “Are you just naming things that start with m?”

      “No.”

      “I think you are.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Is this really the time for this argument?” Lars said.

      “I mean, macarons?” I said. “Seriously? That’s a weird flex.”

      “What is a flex?” Lars said.

      “How is that weird?” Frank said.

      “That’s a bougie cookie, man. I’m rich as hell and I still feel guilty buying macarons. Those things are expensive.”

      “I don’t think it’s about the money. I think deep down in your heart of hearts, you know that you don’t deserve macarons.”

      “Wow,” I said. “They’re not even that good.”

      “Macarons are the Cadillac of cookies and if you ever imply otherwise again I will cut that uncultured palate right out of your mouth and force you to eat it.”

      “Wow,” Lars said. “That’s a really strong opinion.”

      “Those are the only opinions I have,” Frank said.

      “Yeah, apparently the guy who’s all about mystery meat also likes macarons,” I said. “Go figure.”

      “Oh yeah,” Frank said. “I do love me some mysterious meats. I just really like the suspense of wondering what dead animal I’m about to bite into, you know?”

      “I really think we should go,” Lars said.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Frank, lemme know when you come up with a third thing.” I pointed a gun down the middle passage. “Our omnipotent guide has blessed us with his wisdom yet again: apparently he likes cats, so we’re taking the middle passage that the cat is indicating.”

      I waved Lars forward and led the way. But I’d only taken a single step into the passageway before two loud booms sounded from either side of me.

      “So, I’m guessing those other passageways just slammed shut.”

      Lars stepped back to check. “Yep. They sure did.”

      “Definitely simplifies things.” I swapped back to my blunderbuss, which still held an overcharged blast and therefore the light I needed.

      The passageway went on and on, far longer than any before it, but eventually it led us to a wide courtyard with a statue of a four-armed giant at its center, an axe in each hand.

      I inspected the statue, but nothing happened. “This seems ominous.”

      “That statue is perfection incarnate,” Frank said.

      “Look at the moon,” Lars hissed.

      I glanced up. A dark figure floated hundreds of feet in the air, backlit by the moon’s green glow and framed on every side by the raging whirlpool.

      I tried to inspect it, but the distance was too great.

      A cold wind whipped through the courtyard, and a shiver worked its way up my spine.

      “Come for the sword, have you?” a deep voice said. It was echoey and far off, but nonetheless managed to cut through the ever-present roar of the whirlpool. “You aren’t the first to brave the ocean’s depths, fools. And you certainly won’t be the last.”

      The figure raised some kind of long weapon over his head—a spear or maybe a staff—and the coral wall that surrounded the courtyard splintered and fractured, great chunks of it breaking away and thumping into the ground.

      “Do you have any idea what this tower has cost me?” the figure said. “Do you know how many years I’ve spent living in these dark, cold depths, unable to see even a foot beyond my prison’s walls?”

      “Depths?” I said. “What depths?”

      The chunks of coral that had broken free trembled, then rose a few inches above the ground and hovered in midair.

      I put an arm out and tried to steer Lars away from the courtyard and toward the passageway we’d entered through, but it had closed behind us.

      “Backs to the wall,” I said, and Lars and Roly repositioned themselves.

      “The Triad gave up everything we loved to keep this world safe,” the figure said. “And I refuse to let our sacrifices be for nothing.”

      He pointed his weapon at the statue, and the floating chunks of coral began to spin and drift toward the center of the courtyard.

      The shards of stone picked up speed until they were ripping across the room, passing only inches from my face with the outermost band of debris striking Roly and sparking off his armored plating but dealing very little damage.

      Still, we’d lucked out by moving to the edge of the room—I felt like Lars and I would probably have been minced if we’d been standing near the center when the rocks had started flying and spinning inward.

      The first chunks collided with the statue and stuck there, flattening in the process. It happened over and over again, and the statue expanded with every strike.

      “Oh crap,” I said. I pointed my still-sparking blunderbuss at it. “The coral’s turning into armor.”

      I watched as the coral plated the statue, as the pieces melded together into a helmet, into pauldrons, into a hauberk complete with gloves and greaves and everything.

      And before long, the towering statue was armored from head to toe in spiky, pearl-colored armor.

      The four-armed statue shook itself off, coral dust flying all around it.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Tower Guardian} (Level 12 Construct) (Elite)

        HP: 6,500/6,500

        MP: 1,000/1,000

      

      

      “Look at that thing,” Frank said. “It’s glorious. Four axes? I wish I was four axes.”

      “This would be a really good time to reveal a hidden piece of information that saves the day,” I said.

      “Tempting. But I think I’ll let this one play out and see who dies.”

      “Is he serious?” Lars said.

      “He’d help if he could,” I said. “He might be an ass, but he wouldn’t get you killed on purpose. Me, on the other hand—”

      “I would do that,” Frank said.

      “You have done that,” I said. I dropped my blunderbuss into my inventory and swapped to my pistols, then readied a pair of blasts, overcharging one of the two.

      “Why would you swap to pistols?” Frank said. “Get in there and mix it up.”

      “No, Frank.”

      “Plan?” Lars said. “It feels like we should have a plan.”

      “Buff up and send Roly in,” I said, and Lars immediately started playing a tune on his flute. “Then we kill this thing before it kills us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Roly skittered over the smooth floor and charged the statue.

      The stony creature cocked its enormous head—its face totally obscured by a full helmet with a long horizontal slit—took one long step toward Roly, pivoted on its heel, and swung two axes in a backhanded blow.

      The monster struck Roly about his midsection, and the force of the attack lifted his bulk up off the floor and threw him into the far wall.

      “No!” Lars said.

      “Roly at 60%,” Frank said.

      I cursed under my breath—there was no way in hell I was going to be healing him with Spelleater through that kind of damage.

      “Heal him up and keep him back for now!” I said. “That thing’s too strong for him to go toe to toe with.”

      I took aim and fired off a pair of blasts, both of which struck the statue’s coral helm and popped out on the other side, eventually exploding against the far wall.

      The numbers were pathetic: 25 and a crit for 52, so not only did this thing have a ton of Health, but its Magical Resistance was through the roof.

      I fought down the urge to panic; I was only two spells in and this already felt close to hopeless.

      But it was Lars I was really worried about: a death for me meant a permanent hit to my Renown, but losing him? Especially like this, when it was entirely my fault that he was in so far above his head?

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      I felt the aggro swap to me as the weight of the creature’s attention settled on my shoulders.

      The mob raised all four axes high into the air and slammed them into the ground in quick succession.

      “Coral Smash,” Frank said. “Watch it, that skill launches projectiles and they hit hard.”

      The floor splintered and four deep cracks lanced toward me.

      Blades of coral lagged slightly behind the moving fissures, stony fins that carved through the new gaps like ripsaws.

      I popped off a Dreadful Shot to no effect, then followed up with a quick succession of blasts while I kited around the room and tried to avoid the blades.

      “Target Health at uh,” Frank said, “basically 100%.”

      I outran the first three ripsaws and managed to pull back at the last moment and dodge the fourth, but before I could recover—let alone counterattack—the creature raised its many weapons for another Coral Smash.

      I gritted my teeth and ran directly at the mob. I tagged its helmet with two more ineffectual, piercing blasts for 30 and 34, then hit it with a Fettering Shot to try to stun the creature out of its slow but powerful attack, but all I got for my trouble was the word resist floating up into the sky.

      A few of Lars’ spears made contact with the creature’s armored knees, though each spell only chipped in a point or two of damage.

      The mob threw a third Coral Smash my way, but this time it slammed its axes into the ground with a slight delay between each blow.

      So instead of looking at four blades that flew in a roughly horizontal line, I was staring down the barrel at four linear, homing projectiles.

      I hated to burn Shadedrift so early, but I didn’t see another choice, so I spun a quick one-eighty and drifted right through the pale blades and between the huge mob’s legs.

      And, unsurprisingly, the statue resisted the disorient component of the drift.

      I popped back into place behind the mob’s left leg with my blunderbuss in hand. I pressed the barrel to the back of the creature’s knee and hit it with a Ravenblast from point-blank range for 62, and the violet explosion engulfed me completely. I switched to my pistols, already winding up another round as I strafed away.

      The mob swung two axes through the cloud and pulled it apart, one of the blades coming in low while the other went high.

      I jumped in place and tucked myself into a tight ball. The two weapons whistled through the air around me, but the mob stepped into the attack and followed up with its second pair of axes.

      I fired my Ravenblasts as soon as they fully charged—which hit for 61 and 63—then had to throw myself to the ground as the next two horizontal swings came in at shoulder height and waist level.

      “You’re hitting harder and harder,” Frank said. “But the target’s still at 95%.”

      “Send Roly in!” I said to Lars as I rolled away. “I’ve got this thing’s attention now, just keep him behind it and out of the way of its axes! And keep the spears coming as often as you can! Every attack is going to count for this one.”

      I spared a glance at Lars, who was pale and bug-eyed.

      “Lars, we’re gonna get through this,” I said, though I was far from certain.

      Frank’s latest comment had been on point: every spell I’d landed on the creature had struck for more damage than the one before it, and even Lars’ spears were now hitting for 4 or 5 damage a pop.

      The giant monster showed no signs of slowing, but its faceplate was lined with thin cracks, and the back of its left knee was similarly damaged.

      “Try hitting the same spot over and over!” I said. “Let’s bust that helm off it first.”

      Roly—now fully healed—charged into position but swerved at the last moment and gored the same knee I’d targeted with my blunderbuss.

      I backpedaled and casted away, leaping low axe sweeps and ducking the higher ones while doing my best to outrange the blows that fell somewhere in between.

      “Frank?” I said as a coral axe blurred only inches above my head. “Is it me, or is this thing getting faster?”

      “Definitely getting faster,” Frank said.

      One of Lars’ spears collided with the mob’s temple and a chunk of coral broke free, slipped from the creature’s face like a mask, and shattered against the ground.

      I checked the damage readout: a lowly 7. But Lars had definitely ripped a chunk of its armor off, which made me think I was on to something.

      The mob wound up for another Coral Smash, so I threw myself headfirst between its legs and rolled back to my feet right beside Roly.

      I fired my pistols, sending two ravens soaring into the back of the mob’s helmet, and the entire piece of armor cracked, split in two, and fell away.

      The mob roared and stomped the ground, then whirled on me and lashed out with all four axes in a blindingly quick flurry. I strafed away toward the nearest wall as the floor cracked and four more coral blades screamed in my direction.

      I squeezed in another pair of blasts that hit the creature’s face for 100 and 120, which was a vast improvement but wasn’t the sort of damage increase I’d been counting on for hitting a fully exposed area.

      By the time I reached the edge of the courtyard, the blades were nipping at my heels. I didn’t have drift ready, so I threw myself at the wall, took two quick steps up it and leaped back toward the center of the courtyard and directly over the statue’s projectiles.

      The four blades passed harmlessly beneath me and ripped right into the coral wall, leaving clean, tall slits behind.

      “I think we need to break it all!” I said. “But this thing’s going to keep getting faster in the meantime.”

      The mob was already stalking me at a quick clip, axes held high.

      “I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to stay in front of it,” I said.

      “Target at 91%,” Frank said.

      The mob charged toward me, then struck out with all four of its axes simultaneously. But instead of smashing its weapons into the ground, it swung horizontally and kept spinning from there, turning into a maelstrom of pale armor and steely blades.

      “Whirling Vortex,” Frank said. “It’s causing wind that slows the movement speed of every target within 15 yards by 20%, and anything within 8 will get sucked in close and beaten the hell up. I suggest you not let that happen.”

      I ran around the very edge of the room, trying to get some space between the mob and me. “Thanks. Lars, you and Roly need to back off, stay as far away as you can!”

      “On it!” Lars said.

      The Tower Guardian followed me around the room, spraying salt and sand in every direction while whole chunks of its coral armor flew free and blurred through the air, stripped away by the creature’s terrible momentum.

      It had taken a good angle and was closing in on me. I tried to shoot the gap to get across the room and away from the walls, but the wind hit me harder than I expected, and I stumbled forward and nearly lost my balance.

      Loose granules and bits of grit were whipping across my face and stinging my skin, so I threw an arm up to protect myself and kept pushing against the gale.

      The mob trailed after me, a dervish of blades and deteriorating armor that was now rapidly closing what remained of the gap between us.

      Thankfully both Lars and Roly were clear of the wind; Lars was keeping the spear-like sonic projectiles coming while Roly paced back and forth in front of him.

      A coral gauntlet sailed a few inches over my head and smashed into the wall.

      “Armor’s really starting to go,” Frank said. “It’s maybe halfway off.”

      I craned around and squeezed in a pair of gray blasts that clocked in a little bit under 100 damage a pop and sent a few chunks of hauberk flying, but only that.

      “Snare’s getting stronger,” Frank said. “Up to 30%, gonna keep increasing as the armor flies.”

      I cursed under my breath. It felt like I was running through hip-deep water. The flying salt was reducing my field of vision, and I could feel the creature bearing down on me.

      I kept up the retreat and managed a pair of blasts, eyeing my Shadedrift cooldown as the mob spun closer and closer while the force of its motion stripped away the salt and sand beneath it, revealing the packed ground beneath.

      I took stock of where Roly and Lars were, then turned and ran directly at the spinning mob.

      The mob finally caught up, so I jumped and turned sideways slightly, let the wind scoop me up, then activated Shadedrift just as it became available, not a split second before the statue’s axes could dice me up.

      I let the spell run its full duration, then popped back onto the ground well outside the range of the windy aura the mob was creating, sandstorm and all.

      Now that I was free of the snare, I kited the dervish around the courtyard and kept the blasts coming, making sure to guide it away from Lars and Roly at all times.

      My blasts were hitting much harder now, connecting for around 150 damage a piece and critting for upward of 300 at a time.

      “Target Health at 82%,” Frank said.

      “Getting there!” I called out. “Lars, keep the spears coming and send Roly back in when it’s safe!”

      The whirling cloud of debris that surrounded the Guardian stopped spinning. The mob staggered forward, lost its balance, and dropped to one knee.

      “Dizzy debuff,” Frank said. “Rooted for 5 seconds.”

      “Go go go!” I said.

      Roly charged and speared into the mob from behind, knocking it face-first onto the ground.

      I lit it up with a chain of Ravenblasts, aiming for what few pieces of armor the creature still had intact and trying to angle my piercing blasts so that they’d clip multiple pieces of gear, though I wasn’t able to manage it consistently with how much was already missing.

      And when another chunk of its hauberk crumbled off its bulky frame, a new buff appeared above the mob’s nameplate.

      
        
        {Major Exposure}

        Damage dealt increased by 50%. Taking 50% increased damage from all sources.

      

      

      The damage increase was scary—especially knowing how hard the mob had hit Roly—but given that the mob still had more than 80% of its Health remaining, it seemed a fair exchange.

      Between our combined attacks and the mob’s newfound fragility, we managed to drop it to 75% before the Dizzy debuff wore off.

      The Guardian recovered, stomped one huge foot into the ground, and roared. The countless coral fragments and jagged bits of armor that we’d stripped off it lifted into the air and floated to the far reaches of the courtyard, where they formed a six-foot-tall circle with the Guardian at its center.

      Then the shards started to spin, slowly at first, but clearly accelerating.

      “Lars, keep an eye on that ring of debris,” I said. “My guess is it’ll force us into the center of the courtyard to avoid it as the fight goes on.”

      Before Lars could reply, the mob rushed me and I sidestepped a vertical swing, jumped a horizontal one and was about to retaliate when the mob surprised me by striking out with a kick that caught me square in the chest and tossed me across the room, right into the maelstrom of coral.

      The shards peppered me, depleting my Health so quickly that it plunged below 60% while I was still airborne and before I had made it through the storm.

      I bounced hard off the wall on the other side of it, which knocked me down to 45%. I pushed myself to my feet while stars danced at the edges of my vision.

      Thankfully, though, as I’d predicted the ring of debris had moved slightly toward the center of the courtyard, which left a small gap between the wall and the ring itself. And that was quite possibly the only thing that had saved me from getting entirely shredded.

      But maybe it was the wake-up call I’d needed. I couldn’t afford to get sloppy, even for a moment. It was scary to see Lars standing inside the ring, too, because I knew he didn’t have a mobility skill that would get him out in a pinch, and I didn’t think he’d survive a trip through it.

      I readied a pair of blasts as the mob headed my way, but then I had an idea. Why not drag the mob into the maelstrom and try to take advantage of the environmental damage?

      So I held my ground and plugged away, launching spell after spell at the exposed creature.

      “Target at 67%,” Frank said.

      The statue stepped into the maelstrom, but instead of being rewarded with a stream of damage readouts as the shards slammed into the Guardian, I looked on in horror as the creature’s armor reformed in front of my eyes.

      I cursed and ran directly at it, hitting Shadedrift right as it came off cooldown a second time to ghost my way through the debris and back into the maelstrom’s center.

      “Gotta pick up the damage,” Frank said. “Or Lars is gonna get blended.”

      I nodded and ran across the eye of the storm, dragging the mob back out of the flying shrapnel and working to remove the armor my mistake had allowed it to reform.

      Two more blasts removed its reknitted hauberk, and four more dropped it beneath 50% and removed its pauldrons completely and the better part of half its leg guards.

      But the storm of coral was still moving inward, forcing Lars and Roly and me into increasingly cramped quarters. I was already kicking myself for burning my Shadedrift again, too; I should have saved it to pull Lars to safety.

      Still, I held the beast’s attention now and kited it in a tight circle while trying to stay a step ahead of its frenetic blows.

      And between the blasts and the spears and Roly’s constant attacks from behind, we managed to remove the rest of its armor when the mob hit 45% Health, which upgraded the Exposure effect.

      
        
        {Total Exposure}

        Attack speed and damage dealt increased by 50%, but all damage taken is increased by 100%.

      

      

      I inwardly blessed the readout, thankful for the damage buff.

      But then the mob was on me again, flashing out strike after strike, forcing me into an awkward backpedal with the whirlwind of coral roaring maybe five feet behind me.

      And to make matters worse, what was left of the safe area within the rapidly constricting ring of debris was now only about twenty feet across.

      Then the creature stomped a foot into the ground, confirming my worst fear; it was about to begin its whirlwind attack again.

      And with its increased attack speed and damage—and the difficulty we’d have avoiding it in the tightening confines of the courtyard—the attack seemed guaranteed to kill at least one of us.

      I hesitated. Maybe Roly could carry Lars through the storm? But even if the three of us made it out safely, the mob would chase us into the coral and armor back up.

      Roly. That was it.

      “Lars,” I said as I jumped backward, barely avoiding a horizontal swing. “I need you to send Roly into the storm, right now! Funnel him as much Health as you can and hit Spelleater a few seconds after he steps in!”

      “But—”

      “Do it!” Frank said.

      The sudden helpfulness on Frank’s part seemed to shock Lars into action, because the giant bug then stopped his attacks and charged right into the edge of the storm.

      His Health tanked, dropping by around 15% per second.

      The mob started to spin, so I wound up a pair of Ravenblasts but held them, waiting for Lars to activate his Spelleater ability.

      I took the opportunity to reposition myself too, putting the mob directly between Roly and me so that I could make use of my pistols’ piercing effect.

      The giant bug’s Health ticked under 40%, and Lars activated Spelleater.

      I launched both of my Ravenblasts through the spinning Guardian and right into Roly, who consumed the spells and turned them into about 500 Health.

      “Run him at the Guardian on my mark!” I said. The statue was spinning in earnest now, and the wind it was putting off was vastly slowing my movement speed as the spinning wall of debris crept closer and closer.

      Lars was motionless as well, standing maybe five feet from the storm while he Channeled Spelleater.

      I waited for Roly’s Health to tick below 30%, then launched a Dark Harvest at him to heal him back up, then sent two more blasts ripping through the Guardian and into Roly just as Spelleater expired.

      “Charge in and Spike Bomb it, now!” I said.

      Roly chittered and dashed out of the debris, his many legs click-clacking across the ground.

      Spikes sprouted from the gaps in his armor as he closed the distance, then shot out of him in every direction while he was only inches away from the mob’s swirling blades.

      A hailstorm of glowing spikes ripped through the statue, chunking it for more than 2,000 damage, a huge number that was largely thanks to the Total Exposure debuff.

      The statue’s knees buckled beneath it and it toppled to my right, pulled sideways by the momentum of its spinning attack.

      It fully collapsed onto the ground and the whirlwind of coral instantly ceased, the countless pieces bouncing across the floor before coming to rest.

      “Target eliminated,” Frank said. “Nice job, Roly. I award you 14,000 Frank points. And Lars gets 7,000 for participating.”

      Roly wagged his nonexistent tail.

      I holstered my guns and dropped onto one knee, adrenaline coursing through me. “Lars, you good?”

      “All good here,” Lars said. He looked a little pale—he’d transferred more than half of his Health to help Roly endure the storm—but didn’t seem any worse for wear.

      I took a few deep breaths to calm myself, then popped back to my feet. “14,000 Frank points for Roly, huh?”

      “He did wipe out almost a third of that mob’s Health in one shot,” Frank said.

      “So I guess we’re going to disregard the fact that it was my idea to have him soak up the environmental damage then flip it onto the boss with Spike Bomb.”

      Roly kept bouncing around, ignoring me completely.

      “It really is all about you, huh?” Frank said. “Anyway, yeah—we’re definitely going to disregard that.”

      “I just think that if Roly gets 14,000 and Lars gets 7,000 then I should really…” I trailed off into a sigh. “I’m giving you exactly what you want right now, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “Feels nice, doesn’t it?”

      “I don’t know why I keep being surprised that the guy who desperately wanted me to become a literal troll continues to act like one.”

      “Half-Troll,” Frank clarified. “Nuance, Ned.”

      “Whatever, pointmonger. I’m just glad we got through that, but we should get moving. I wouldn’t be surprised if other people have started to arrive.”

      I pulled up the Renown Event alert page from earlier and took a look at its tracker.

      It currently had me in the lead, and the good news was that it was only listing the pages that I’d found thus far, so I could tell that nobody else had looted a page yet.

      That was a huge relief, but at the same time, anyone who wandered close enough to the reef would be able to see that I was currently the event’s leader.

      And maybe Tyrann’s crew would avoid farming pages entirely, knowing that I was around.

      “Fine, you can have another point,” Frank said. “But you should know that it’s a pity point.”

      “…I will definitely take a pity point,” I said.

      “Pity points are worth negative 3 Frank points.”

      “Oh come on. Seriously? This is the worst point system of all time.”

      “At least you aren’t last.”

      “That’s surprising. Who’s last, then? No, wait—lemme guess. The moon?”

      “The moon,” Frank agreed.

      “Well at least there’s something in this world Frank hates more than me.”

      Lars pointed up at the sky. “Uh, guys? We have incoming.”

      I looked up to see the figure from earlier ghosting down toward us, his dark cloak rippling in the breeze.

      
        
        {Erasmus the Black} (Level ?? Humanoid) (Projection)

        HP: 1/1

        MP: 1/1

      

      

      The figure was humanoid but transparent, and his bare, dirty feet poked out beneath a dark robe. “The Axe of Unbridled Knowledge,” Erasmus said.

      “Sup,” Frank said.

      I dropped my voice. “This is the mage, yeah? I thought he wasn’t allowed to leave his tower?”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “Interesting,” the mage continued. “Very interesting.”

      His voice was dry and quiet, lacking the depth it’d had earlier, which made me think he’d magically amplified it somehow.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I only then realized the statue was putting off green sparks, but I didn’t dare take my gaze off Erasmus.

      The mage drifted lower until he was hovering maybe ten feet above our heads at the very center of the courtyard.

      “Why would you risk such a powerful artifact by bringing it to a place like this? Do you think to trade it for the Reality Blade?” He cocked his head. “Do you truly think I’d be so stupid?”

      “Wow,” Frank said. “Rude.”

      “And how have you not been crushed by the weight of the ocean? How…” he trailed off, his whole body flickering.

      “The weight of what?” I said. It was starting to seem like this guy, whoever he was, wasn’t fully clued into what was happening.

      He pointed his staff at a section of smooth wall to my left and the coral crumbled away, revealing an archway that led deeper into the maze and toward the tower.

      “You may proceed,” he said, ignoring my question. “And if you survive the Gauntlet, I may just make you an offer for that axe.”

      Then he vanished.

      “Reality Blade?” I said. “Is that what this guy was guarding? And he failed, right? I assume you’ve got an entry for me?”

      “Uh huh.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 6211: The Reality Blade

        Forged by the Possibility King at the height of his world-walking powers, the Reality Blade remains one of the deadliest weapons ever created. Capable of cutting the very fabric of reality and severing whole worlds from the Chain of Existence, the Reality Blade was wrested from the Possibility King’s grasp at terrible expense many centuries ago and was cast into the deepest depths of a random world for safekeeping.

      

      

      “Uhhh,” I said, seeing the mage tower as well as the reef with new eyes. “That doesn’t seem good at all. So somebody chucked the sword into the ocean to keep it from falling into the wrong hands, but we’re standing on the ocean floor.

      “And we already know that that wildly confused mage up there failed at something important, so… am I on the right track?”

      “It pains me to say this,” Frank said, “but yes.”

      “Do you have an entry on the Possibility King himself?”

      “Nah, I woulda sent it, but that one’s still locked. But you should be able to pry some information out of the mage if you can complete the event.”

      I eyed the statue’s fractured corpse, shrugged, and headed over to loot it.

      
        
        {Double-barreled Reefblaster} (Two-handed Enchanted Blunderbuss)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 32

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Uncommon

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 74

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +5 Dexterity, +6 Constitution

        Equip: This weapon may store an additional Ravenblast.

      

        

      
        {Sash of the Drowned Mage}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 32

        Slot: Waist

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +4 Intelligence, +5 Constitution

        Armor: +3%

      

        

      
        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Three)

        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Five)

      

        

      
        {Soulsmithing Recipe: Rune of Slow Rhythms} (Bug Bard)

      

      

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “That’s the good stuff.”

      I pulled the blunderbuss up right away.

      The Magical Attack was considerably higher, though the stats themselves left something to be desired: swapping that blunderbuss out for my current one meant losing a good chunk of Intelligence plus 10% chance to crit, which was pretty huge.

      But the Magical Attack almost certainly made up for the losses, and even if it didn’t, being able to store a second blast was an absolute game changer, so I threw it on.

      Equipping the belt was a no-brainer, too. I’d been using my Spellslinger’s Cord for way, way too long. Plus it was nice to hand Lars another piece of equipment, and my D-grade set was coming along pretty nicely, too.

      Page-wise I’d picked up another dud but also a useful one, which meant I only needed Page Six to complete the set.

      Finally, I used the recipe that had dropped and learned the resulting Rune.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Slow Rhythms} (Consumable) (Awards 0 skill points per craft)

        All song buffs except for Spelleater’s Song now last 200% longer, but their beneficial effects are reduced by 20%.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Weak Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      That wasn’t an amazing find and I didn’t have the gems to create it regardless, but it was cool to see that I’d be able to help Lars speed up his growth just by grouping with him.

      “I don’t like him,” Frank said.

      “Huh?”

      “Erasmus.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” I said. “Staff, robe, magic. Plus he refused to trade you for a weapon that can cut holes into reality itself, and I bet that really rubbed you the wrong way.”

      “Still super chafed by that,” Frank said.

      “Good to know. Gauntlet, then?”

      “Gauntlet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I loaded two blasts into my new weapon—which was the same pale white color as the reef but for the flared, vertical barrels, which were a deep shade of green—then switched to my pistols and readied two more.

      I stepped over the ruins of the wall that the mage had collapsed and into a hallway where the coral had woven in on itself and formed a gapless ceiling overhead. The walls had holes in them, though, oddly shaped openings that were set at matching intervals the entire way down the passage.

      “Stay close, Lars,” I said.

      The space was about twenty feet across and was chock full of smaller statues with countless different races represented: small, fishlike humanoids with webbed feet and fins for hands, potbellied trolls, insectoid figures with papery wings and thin arms and legs.

      Then there was movement to our left.

      I fired two ravens at a Coralshaper that had just become visible through one of the openings, but the two gray projectiles exploded well before they made contact, as if they’d met some kind of invisible barrier that they couldn’t pierce.

      And when the smoke cleared, the Coralshaper was totally unharmed, and I caught a bit of light gleaming off the opening I’d aimed at, as if it were encased in glass.

      Seemed like the mob was behind a window of sorts.

      More shapers stepped up to the other openings until ten or twelve of them were looking on from various positions down the hall. They raised their hands in unison, and the passageway behind us knit closed in seconds.

      I glanced beyond the many statues and across the hallway, searching for a way out but finding none.

      The nearest statue shivered as cracks spidered down its length. It was a fishlike creature with a long fin that extended from its spine, and it clutched a trident in one hand.

      The cracks reached the floor and the statue’s head turned slowly, its stony eyes fixating on me.

      “Plan?” Lars said as two more statues cracked in the same way.

      I scanned the room, trying and failing to inspect multiple statues. It looked like they weren’t considered mobs until they emerged.

      “Erasmus said this is the Gauntlet,” I said. “So, try to kill everything.”

      “Kill or don’t kill,” Frank said. “There is no try.”

      “The bearded axe has spoken,” I said.

      I pointed both pistols at the nearest statue.

      At the very moment a Health bar popped up above its head, I inspected it while firing both shots simultaneously.

      
        
        {Coral Grunt} (Level 10 Construct)

        HP: 350/350

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      The first hit for 140 and the second struck for 165, and a third blast eliminated it.

      “They’re super fragile,” I said. “It’s probably a numbers game, so let’s get Roly buffed up and in. He’ll shine in here against multiple targets.”

      “Already on it,” Lars said.

      Roly click-clacked right by me and situated himself between the two statues, both of which were still cracking and moving about as if in slow motion.

      I gunned those two down in similar fashion, dropping them both before Roly and Lars got more than a couple of attacks in.

      Six more statues cracked behind them, and I realized the extent of what we were dealing with: the mobs spawned in waves, and each time we finished one wave off, twice as many mobs would spawn.

      I eyed the chamber, a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. One became two, which became four, which became eight…

      And given the number of mobs packing the hallway—there had to be well over a hundred of them—we’d be dealing with some truly massive waves before long.

      “Pull Roly back for a second,” I said. I sent a pair of blasts ripping into the nearest of the six newcomers—one of which crit for almost 300, inflicting 150 more on a second target thanks to the piercing effect—then dropped the original with a Dark Harvest that also splashed another 300 damage across the others.

      But instead of using Harvest again and wiping the group, I sniped all but one of them down with my pistols and stunned the sole remaining mob with a Fettering Shot.

      I swept my gaze over the remaining statues, relieved to see that more of them hadn’t triggered. “Okay Lars, the next wave only spawns once we totally finish the wave before it. So we need to make sure we leave a single creature up each time so that we can regroup.”

      “Got it.”

      “Let’s keep pushing then. We’re still on the clock here.”

      Roly rumbled down the hallway and gored the stunned mob, then tossed it aside with his horn.

      I blasted the creature down before it had a chance to get up, then moved forward with Lars beside me, ignoring the bodies that were already glittering with loot.

      “See if Roly can stack them up in a line for me,” I said as twelve mobs cracked and worked themselves to life. “Or at least get them tightly grouped.”

      Roly pinballed from one mob to the next—tagging each with his horn for minimal damage but succeeding in getting their attention—and it wasn’t long before he had the entire wave beating on him in a loose arc.

      His Health was falling steadily, but not as much as I’d expected it to. Apparently these things didn’t hit all that hard either. But at the same time, this was only the beginning of the Gauntlet.

      I stepped around to the side of Roly, where I had a clear shot at maybe half of the 12 targets. I planted my feet, raised my weapons and fired, sending two gray Ravenblasts flying at the crowd.

      The two blasts pierced right through the first target and kept on going. The damage was incredible: they hit their initial target for a combined 310 damage, nearly killing it on the spot, then dealt 155 damage to four more targets for a grand total that was nearly in the thousands, just from a single pair of spells.

      I silently blessed the rune I’d made and fired a few more quick rounds that dropped several of the newcomers and sent more yellow numbers floating toward the ceiling.

      Roly and Lars were doing good work too; Roly was alternating targets like a champ, distributing his aggro across all of the remaining mobs, and while Lars’ spears were still only hitting for small amounts, he was now making much better use of his Health transferring skill.

      I dropped a couple more mobs in quick succession, then left the last survivor to Roly and Lars.

      I ran forward, threading my way through the inert statues and trying to pick the two dozen that were likely to spawn next.

      I was hoping to send an overcharged blast through the crowd as soon as the wave spawned, but I’d made a mistake.

      A very big mistake, in fact, because dozens of statues were already cracking.

      “Yeah,” Frank said, apparently reading my mind. “Now that you’ve accidentally pulled the entire room, I’m allowed to tell you that the statues have an aggro range before they wake up, that you’ve entered it, and that they have social aggro too.

      “Meaning if you pull one and there’s another target in range, you also pull the second. And if there’s a third in range of the second… do you see where I’m going with this?”

      I cursed. “Fantastic. Lars, get Roly ready to dive in, but hold off until my mark!”

      The mobs closest to me were just starting to wake up, so I dashed between a pair of statues and made a beeline for the far end of the room.

      The waking statues peppered me with stone as I ran by them, dry cracks sounding in every direction as head after head spun to follow my movement.

      My heart was pounding as I reached the end of the hallway and the statues began to wake in earnest. Red Health bars filled the space, many of them overlaying each other entirely. There had to be sixty or more of the creatures in all.

      I raised my weapons and fired blast after blast as the mobs swarmed toward me, pouring through the gaps created by the statues that hadn’t yet fully awoken but were well on their way to joining the fight.

      “Oh no,” Lars said. “There’s so many of them!”

      “Relax, we’ve got this,” I said. “Just sent Roly into the middle of them on my mark.”

      I ran alongside the wall, trying to draw the creatures into a tighter formation while eyeing the Vampiric Shield my D-grade pistol had created. All of the AoE damage I’d dealt had pushed it well above 1,000 Health, but with a train of mobs this large, that amount didn’t offer much comfort.

      But hopefully it would buy me a few seconds to position the mobs the way I needed.

      I put my back to the far wall of the room opposite Lars and Roly and kept the blasts coming, angling my attacks so that they would pierce as many mobs as possible. “Frank, can you track my shield for me?”

      “About 1,300 and climbing,” Frank said. “1,500… 1,800… 2,200…”

      The first mobs reached me then, a pack of ten or more that immediately spread out and surrounded me, vastly reducing the number I could hit at once.

      The blows came hard and fast, a rain of punches and kicks and tail swipes and slashes with all sorts of weapons, and my entire body vibrated under the force of the onslaught.

      “Shield at 1,600 and plummeting,” Frank said. “900, 200—”

      “Lars, now!”

      I spun in place and Shadedrifted through the entire crowd, disorienting the great majority of the mobs and leaving a sprawling column of creatures standing stock-still in my wake.

      I let drift expire as Roly charged into the fray with his horn lowered. He bashed the small creatures aside and tossed many of them right up into the air.

      “Get Spelleater ready!” I said as I aimed a pair of blasts down the column. But instead of targeting a random mob, I actively targeted Roly himself.

      I fired raven after raven, the shots ripping through the mobs as well as Roly for obscene chunks of damage.

      I kept nuking the bug even as the creatures melted around him, drawn toward me by the aggro I’d created. I dashed around the room in a tight circle, working Roly’s Health down as much as I could.

      He’d managed to pull aggro off a few creatures I hadn’t damaged, and it wasn’t long before he dropped beneath 30% Health and hit execute range.

      “Spelleater, now!”

      “Done!”

      The giant bug went inky and prismatic, so I hit him with one last pair of ravens and followed up with a Dark Harvest that crit, healing him back to nearly 70% and absolutely ravaging many of the surrounding mobs with splash damage.

      “Spike Bomb!”

      Lars played a single sharp note, and Roly’s spikes punched up and out.

      Spiny projectiles launched out from him in every direction, leveling the mobs that I’d hit with Harvest and chunking a far greater number for well over 500 damage.

      The attack landed Roly a ton of aggro, so I topped him off with a few more healing blasts for good measure then took my time with the remaining creatures, lining up piercing shots wherever I could, though that became more and more difficult as the creatures dropped.

      I exhaled into a smile as the final mob hit the ground then took a deep breath, still not quite able to believe that we’d actually pulled it off.

      Now the battle was over, a slab of coral in the far wall slid aside, revealing the dark base of the mage tower beyond, though its upper reaches were blocked by the ceiling.

      I turned back to where Roly stood wagging at the center of the carnage, surrounded on every side by a veritable fountain of blue and green sparks.

      I reeled back, stunned by the light show. It looked like a full-on rave with a giant bug for a disco ball.

      “Oh man,” I said. “That is… a lot of loot.” Then I saw my Experience bar, which had leaped nearly 25% of a level since I’d last checked it.

      I pocketed nearly 30 silver coins, then started with the six pages that had dropped, all but one of which were useless as far as I could tell.

      
        
        {The Unseen Hills of the Ocean Floor} (Page Six)

      

      

      A prompt popped up asking if I wanted to combine the ten pages I’d found into a chapter of the Mage’s Diary, so I accepted, which caused another alert.

      
        
        Renown Event Alert!

        Player {Ned, The Piratical} has collected 10 Pages of the Mage’s Diary, and if he is allowed to reach the Mage’s Tower, the mage’s secrets will be his!

      

      

      I went through the gems next. The sheer number of them made my heart skip a beat.

      
        
        {Weak Soul Gem} x22

        {Lesser Soul Gem} x10

        {Soul Gem} x17

      

      

      I didn’t have any luck with the Uncommon gear; there were three items in all, but two were plate armor and the third was a staff, so I just pocketed all that stuff for the guild.

      I moved onto the Rares, and though two of those were also of no use to me, both looked very promising.

      
        
        {Coral Shard Shanker (Dagger) (Main hand)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 36

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 40

        Magical Attack: 15

        Speed: Very Fast

        Primaries: +12 Dexterity

        Equip: You deal +10% damage from all sources when targeting an enemy from behind.

      

        

      
        {Anemone Hammer} (Two-handed Mace)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 38

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Uncommon

        Physical Attack: 95

        Magical Attack: 45

        Speed: Very Slow

        Primaries: +10 Strength, +5 Constitution

        Secondaries: +5% Haste

      

      

      I did, however, pick up a pair of fantastic upgrades, which meant Lars snagged two more pieces of gear as well.

      
        
        {Bottomdweller’s Hauberk}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 36

        Slot: Chest

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +8 Intelligence, +3 Dexterity, +5 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Critical Strike Chance

        Armor: +8%

      

        

      
        {Shaper’s Cloak}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 31

        Slot: Back

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +5 Intelligence, +4 Constitution

        Secondaries: +2% Chance to Hit

        Armor: +2%

      

      

      I threw both of those on, then handed Lars my Cowl of the Fair Noble and Messenger’s Vest, both of which represented massive upgrades for him.

      Then I pulled up my stat sheet, wanting to scope out the progress I’d made now that I had about half a set of D-grade to my name.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The Piratical)

      

        

      
        Level: 11

        Tier II Class: Shadeslinger

        Gear Level: 193 > 320

      

        

      
        Strength: 22

        Dexterity: 89 > 94

        Constitution: 46 > 71

        Intelligence: 102 > 128

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 27 > 23

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +9% > +10%

        Haste Rating: +2%

        Hit Rating: +1% > +3%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 60

      

        

      
        Health: 368 > 568

        Mana: 1020 > 1280

      

        

      
        Armor: 33% > 39%

        Magical Resistance: 38% > 37%

      

      

      “Niiiice,” I said. “Gotta try to snag a bit more Dexterity gear when we can, but the Intelligence and Constitution growth is shaping up nicely.”

      “I weep for your muscles,” Frank said. “Or lack thereof.”

      “Yeah yeah. It’s really striking just how much better the D-grade stuff is.”

      I opened my inventory and scanned through it, checking on the items I still needed to upgrade.

      The result surprised me: I still had more than half of my items left to upgrade, though much of what I had left was pretty decent, E-grade pieces aside.

      “When do we hit C-grade?” I said. “Is it level 20?”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “20 for C, 30 for B, 40 for A, 50 for S.”

      “One day, Frank. One day.”

      “The route to the tower looks clear,” Lars said from up ahead. He and Roly were standing just beyond the entryway that had opened, staring up at the tower.

      I ducked through the remains of the wall and followed Lars’ gaze.

      The tower was strikingly similar to Sarissa’s from below, though it was black where hers was blue, and from this close up I could make out the pale, silvery runes that were scrolling across and around it.

      We circled around the tower until we found a door overlaid with ten empty panels stacked in a vertical column.

      I pulled the chapter of the mage’s diary that I’d created out of my inventory, which was just a bundle of loose pages, and flipped through it.

      Though the great bulk of the writing remained totally illegible, every page had a single character scrawled in bright red lettering.

      I flipped to page one and eyed the lone character that I could make out. I spotted a similar rune as it scrolled by across the tower, and there were ten pages and ten panels, so…

      I drew the first rune into the top box with my index finger, a symbol that loosely resembled an ampersand. And though my drawing didn’t leave any marks behind, once I had finished, the full rune popped into full view, bright and silvery.

      I repeated the process with each of the nine other runes, taking great care to reproduce them exactly, and as I finished the tenth and final rune, the door swung open with a creak.

      Air hissed out of the tower as the door groaned inward, as if the space beyond had been pressurized. The small room within was dark and empty save for a spiral staircase that ran up along the internal walls of the tower.

      The stairs as well as the floor were covered in a thick layer of dust, and the air had a stale taste to it, as though the place hadn’t been disturbed in many years.

      I moved to the center of the floor and looked up, admiring the flawless spiral the stairs made as the tower rose and narrowed.

      Then I headed up the staircase, with Lars and Roly close behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      After climbing a couple of hundred feet, the stairwell ended in front of an elegant set of double doors. I knocked twice and received no response, so I turned one of the long handles and shouldered my way inside.

      The space was cramped and circular, with a few pieces of dust-covered furniture pressed up against the walls.

      An ornate stone pedestal stood in the center of the chamber, like an empty display case at a museum.

      Erasmus stood facing away from me on the other side of the tower, leaning up against a windowsill and peering out while the black cat familiar we’d seen earlier weaved between his legs.

      “Impressive,” Erasmus said. He gestured to the empty pedestal. “Make your case, boy.”

      “What case?” I said.

      “We both know why you’re here,” he said. “No one would brave the pressure of the abyss were it not for the sword. And if your reasons satisfy my curiosity, I may yet spare your life.”

      I pursed my lips and checked out the mage’s nameplate. He had a debuff that I hadn’t noticed before, though the lack of a description raised more questions than it answered.

      
        
        World’s-Eye Hex

        ??

      

      

      Erasmus put a hand out to his right, palm up. Beads of water rolled down his arm and out of his sleeve and rapidly coalesced into a hilt, into a blade, into a katana-like sword that was as long as I was tall.

      “This is your last chance.”

      “I like where this is going,” Frank said.

      “That makes one of us,” I said, then raised my voice. “How did you leave the tower? Sarissa said she was locked in hers. I would have thought it’d be the same for you.”

      The mage braced his sword across his shoulders. “Locked away?” He laughed, and it was a bitter sound. “Were those her words? That does sound like her. As if she has any idea what it’s like to be alone.

      “She lounges about in her tower in the middle of one of the most beautiful cities in the world while I languish down here in the dark.” He looked up at me, and his eyes were disturbingly wide. “And she’s been there for what, twenty years? Locked away,” he scoffed. “Please.”

      “But you did leave,” I said. “I saw you.”

      The mage shook his head and snapped his fingers.

      Lars gasped behind me, so I switched to my blunderbuss and whirled around, both barrels aglow with violet light.

      A perfect copy of the mage stood between Lars and me, though this one was unarmed. I inspected it, and this version of the mage didn’t have the World’s-Eye Hex.

      I poked the barrel of my blunderbuss into the new arrival’s chest and was unsurprised when it sank right through him.

      I shouldered my weapon. “An illusion?”

      “Close,” he said. “An Astral Image.”

      “So you never actually left the tower.”

      I dropped my blunderbuss into my inventory. “Interesting. Can I ask what you see when you look out that window?”

      “The reef that guards the base of my tower. The Coralshapers at work.”

      “And?”

      “The Shield, of course. The dome that’s held for so many years, bearing the entire weight of the ocean so that this tower might stand beneath it. And beyond that, there is only the deep water, where even sunlight fears to tread.”

      “You’re welcome in advance,” Frank said.

      
        
        Codex Entry 6302: The Spelliron Shield

        The Spelliron Shield is an ancient artifact that is capable of producing an impenetrable magical barrier of whatever size its wielder requires. However, the Spelliron Shield requires a tremendous amount of magical power to summon, let alone maintain.

      

      

      I looked that over, nodding. Then I met the mage’s eye.

      “There is no dome,” I said. “There’s no water, either. This entire tower is fully exposed to the elements. And it has been for some time, though I don’t know how long. Could be hours or days, but probably not any longer.”

      “Nonsense,” the mage said.

      “Not at all. If the dome is in place, then how did I get through it?”

      The mage made to speak, but hesitated.

      “You asked me how I survived the depths too,” I said. “The answer’s simple: I didn’t have to. There’s a giant whirlpool raging around this place, and your tower is at the heart of it. If your task was to protect the Reality Blade, then I think you’ve already failed.”

      The mage pointed at the empty pedestal in the center of the room. “Then what do you call that, boy?”

      I squinted at it. “What do I call what?”

      The mage stalked over and made as if to swipe something I couldn’t see off the pedestal. And when whatever he was expecting to grasp wasn’t there, he repeated the motion. Then did the same thing again, and again, and again.

      “No,” he said. “It can’t be. What… how?”

      “Does the World’s-Eye Hex mean anything to you?”

      The mage stiffened.

      “Are you… no. That’s not possible.”

      “I don’t know what it means, but yeah. Whatever that is, you have it.”

      “Liar,” the mage said. “I would have felt its influence.”

      “Pst,” Frank said. “Show him the diary.”

      I pulled it out of my inventory and held it out to the mage.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s from your diary. It’s what I used to get in.”

      He raised an eyebrow at the papers, then snatched them out of my hands and flipped through them. “This… this is not mine. But it is my handwriting.”

      “What?” I said.

      He headed over to his writing desk and pulled a small, leatherbound book out of a drawer, then held it up.

      “This is my diary.” He leafed through it. “And it is not missing any pages.”

      He dropped his book and pored over the pages I’d given him again, shock etched across his face.

      “What are you saying?” I said. “Did you not write that? The runes that are marked correspond to your tower, right?”

      He inclined his head. “The handwriting is mine, but… why would I make a note of my own password when I’m forbidden to leave?”

      I shrugged.

      “This means… no… oh, Gods.” He let go of his watery weapon, and it splattered across the floor in a thousand droplets. “The blade is truly gone, isn’t it? And the shield too? How did I let this happen? How did I not notice?”

      “Dude had one job,” Frank said, his voice low.

      “Shut up Frank,” I whispered. “This is serious. We might be able to get some actual information out of this guy, so let’s not piss him off for at least a couple minutes.”

      The mage dropped onto his haunches and cradled his head in his hands.

      “Can you tell me what’s happened?” I said. “Or at least what you think has happened? I can’t help if I don’t understand. I get that you were guarding the sword and that it’s gone, but nothing else makes any sense.”

      The mage sat down on the floor of the tower and pulled his knees to his chest. “I imagine there’s no harm in it now. The damage is already done.” He looked up at me, and all the color had gone out of his face. “How much do you know about the towers?”

      “Nothing more than what I’ve already told you. I know the mages aren’t allowed to leave.”

      He sighed. “There are three towers that comprise the Triad and three mages that power them: this one is mine, obviously. Sarissa the Blue powers the second that stands within Highwater City, and Igor the Red powers the third way out west in the Neverburn.”

      He hesitated. “How do I explain this in a way you’ll understand?”

      “Use small words and offer him candy when he gets distracted,” Frank said.

      I made as if to sheathe him, and that shut him up. “Sorry, ignore him.”

      The mage eyed Frank. “The towers exist to power the Spelliron Shield, which creates an impenetrable barrier around itself. Or at least we thought it was impenetrable. Regardless, the barrier requires a tremendous amount of Mana to maintain.

      “That’s where the towers come in. They are essentially magical amplifiers, though their power comes at great cost: to use them, you must bind your Mana to the structure itself.”

      “Which prevents you from leaving,” I said, thinking of Sarissa. “Is there really no way out?”

      “The towers would accept a substitute,” Erasmus said. “Perhaps another mage, or an item of incredible magical power. Another source, if you will.

      “Regardless, we built the towers at great expense. Sinking this one into the bottom of the ocean was incredibly costly—so many lives were lost—but this tower was always destined to be the focal point, where the greatest part of the Mana would flow.

      “Once the towers were constructed, we bound ourselves into these tall prisons, and we directed our Mana—amplified by the towers—into the Spelliron Shield. The idea was simple: we constructed three lines of defense to protect the Reality Blade.

      “One: the vast weight and scope of the ocean itself. Two: an impenetrable barrier that surrounded the tower on every side. And failing that, three: myself, the reef, the labyrinth, and the enchantment I wrote into the stones of the tower itself.”

      “Who were you hiding it from?”

      “In truth?” Erasmus said. “Everyone. And I believe that is where we went wrong. We should have been focused on him.”

      “Him?”

      The mage rose, walked to the nearest window, and pressed a palm to the glass. “You said this tower now sits at the heart of a great whirlpool, correct? I can’t see it. To my eyes, everything is as it should be.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s enormous. Miles wide.”

      “That must be how he did it. The Possibility King. The World Walker. An ancient enemy, and the creator of the very blade I swore to protect.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand. He has been sealed away for centuries.”

      “How did he do it?”

      “I have no idea,” the mage said. “If the whirlpool is as large as you claim, I assume he somehow refocused the towers’ Mana into creating that rather than maintaining the dome. But that shouldn’t have been possible.”

      He rubbed his face with both hands. “And at the very least, we would have felt it.”

      “What about the hex?” I said.

      “Knowing him, I believe that I’ve been unknowingly peering into another reality for quite some time now. One where I haven’t already failed.” He grimaced. “At least not yet.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “Uh… we should probably wrap this up and get going.”

      “Why?” I said. “This is exactly what we need.”

      “Somebody else just found a page. You can see it in the tracker for the Renown Event.”

      I eyed Lars and Roly. “Hey, you mind heading down? Maybe give me a shout if you see anyone? And if you do, leave. I’ll meet you back at the Sands if needed at some point.”

      “I got you,” Lars said, and he and Roly headed back down the stairwell.

      “Risky,” Frank said.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “But we need information, and sending Lars away should keep him out of the crossfire. And if it’s only one page, then whoever it is has a long way to go before they reach the tower.”

      I turned back to the mage. “So you thought he was sealed away?”

      “Yes. My ancestors locked him in the veil that exists between this world and so many others. Perhaps the veil is thinner than we realized.” He looked me dead in the eyes. “Or maybe the world is simply changing too fast, and the veil is wearing down.”

      I stood up a little straighter. That was almost exactly what Kline had said when he’d turned up earlier: that the Ripple System was activating too often, that something big was going to happen much, much too soon.

      “If it’s the latter, then he may not yet be fully free. But with the blade in his possession… it is only a matter of time before he cuts his way loose.”

      “So what do we do?”

      “We prepare. If he truly has the blade, then his return is inevitable. But we may yet be able to weaken him and his forces.”

      His familiar brushed up against his legs and purred, and he seemed to realize she was there for the first time.

      He knelt and scooped her up with one arm, then crossed the room and stopped in front of a tall bookcase that was packed with scrolls.

      “Where is it, where… ah.” He plucked one particular scroll out from the jumble and set it atop a nearby table.

      I stepped up beside him and watched him unfurl it. It was made of brown, aged paper, but the entire thing was blank.

      “Good,” he said. “This is a good sign. His Rifts have yet to appear, so the Herald must not have arrived.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “It won’t be long now. It could be days, or weeks. Or maybe minutes. But when the Rifts do show themselves, we’ll need to close them. All of them.

      “At first, the Rifts will only appear where the world is changing the most.”

      I winced. That made me think of Tyrann and Koria, of the God he was bringing into the world, and of the Red Cathedral just outside his city’s walls.

      “But as the veil thins and the Possibility King approaches, they’ll become more and more numerous. And as the Rifts linger, they’ll become unstable.” He rolled the map back up. “Above all else, you cannot let that happen.”

      I leaned forward to get a better look at the map, but as far as I could tell the entire thing was blank.

      He held the aged scroll out to me. “Go, and let the rest of the world know what’s coming. I pray this map serves you well enough to buy us all some time.”

      I was about to take it, but I hesitated.

      “Frank, is this going to complete the event?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So we’re probably looking at a System Alert then. Meaning we really need to be ready to book it out of here.”

      “Yup.”

      I nodded at the mage. “Of course. But is there anything else you need before I go? Anything I can do for you?”

      He set the map back on the table and stroked his familiar between the ears. “There is one other thing I’d ask of you, if you’re willing. A much more personal request, though I can’t offer you anything in return.”

      “Shoot.”

      “If the Whirlpool is as large as you say it is, it may exhaust the Triad’s Mana before long. And when that happens, the waters will rush down and in.”

      I shuddered at the thought.

      He made a dismissive gesture. “The depths are mine. I have no doubt that I’ll survive the crash. Obviously, the tower will not. And if it happens too quickly…” he trailed off, eyeing his familiar. Then he held her out. “Will you take her with you if I break our bond? Just to be safe? She’s the only thing that’s kept me sane these last few years, and I can’t bear the thought of her drowning down here in the dark.”

      Frank vibrated.

      “What is it?” I said. “I’d really like to help this guy out—you saying that’s a bad idea?”

      “I was lying when I said I like cats earlier,” Frank said.

      “Huh?”

      “I love them. I love cats so much.”

      “Really?”

      “They’re so great. They’re mean, and they never listen to anybody, and they’ve wiped out entire species of birds, and you know how I feel about birds—”

      “I do.”

      “And they just piss wherever they please and I love them. I love everything about cats.”

      I cocked my head down at him. “You know, when you put it like that, it actually makes an insane amount of sense.”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “They’re the perfect predator. I feel so bad for this guy. Nobody should have to lose a cat. You definitely need to help him. It’s not going to help you in any way, shape, or form, but do it. Do it. Just do it.”

      “I already said I was willing to help.”

      I reached out, took the cat, and cradled her to my chest.

      
        
        You received a pet: {Bella}!

      

      

      “Thank you,” Erasmus said.

      “Of course, it’s the least we can do. And if you can make it out of here, we’ll get her back to you.”

      “I appreciate your optimism.” Erasmus stroked Bella beneath her chin, eliciting a deep purr. “And if I do make it out, I will repay the favor handsomely.”

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “If I had a heart—and to be clear, I don’t—it’d be hurting right now.”

      “You’d best be on your way,” the mage said.

      I was hesitant to leave—it felt like Erasmus still had a ton of information that we could use—but between the other players and Lars, I did need to get going.

      I moved Bella under one arm and scooped up the map, triggering the very prompt I’d been worried about.

      
        
        System Alert: Player {Ned, The Piratical} has completed the Cursed Eye Renown Event!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you completed a Renown Event!

        You gained 4250 Experience!

        You gained 420 Renown!

        You received: {Map of the World Walker}!

      

      

      “Thank you again,” I said, edging toward the door. The mage simply nodded, so I turned and ran for it.

      “I need to pet the cat!” Frank said, so loudly that it made me stumble and very nearly caused the cat to go tumbling down the stairs.

      “Dude, take it down a notch,” I said, still running. “Take it down like, seven notches.”

      “Give. Me. The. Cat.” Frank said. “Or I will make your life a living hell.”

      “You already do that on a daily basis.”

      “I will do the same thing but faster and harder.”

      I started taking the steps two at a time, thinking of Lars standing at the base of the tower. But he hadn’t sounded the alarm just yet, so maybe we were still in the clear. Still, better safe than sorry.

      “How does that even work, Frank? How do you pet a cat as an axe?”

      “Just rub me against its head or something.”

      I sighed. “That’s gonna have to wait until we’re not running for our lives.”

      “Nope. Not unless you want to listen to me whine a lot. A whole lot. Besides, you can keep running. I just need a small pet. Just one pet, Ned.”

      “Fine,” I said. I held the cat with one hand and drew Frank with the other, then just kinda slapped him up against her, which was incredibly awkward and probably a bit too forceful as I flew down the stairs, but Bella didn’t seem to care in the slightest.

      “Yes,” Frank said. “Quality cat. You are a very good cat.”

      “This is weird,” I said. “Like, we do a lot of weird stuff, and I recognize that. But this is especially weird.

      “Good cat,” Frank said. “Excellent cat.”

      I jammed him back into his loop. Then I eyed Bella, who was kind of slowing me down.

      And if she was a pet…

      I thought about dropping her into my inventory and she popped away. And with my hands free, I was able to pick up the pace a little bit.

      “I’m good with animals,” Frank said.

      “You explode them for fun.”

      “I didn’t do that. Lars did that.”

      “You encouraged it.”

      “Whatever, those were rabbits,” Frank said. “Filthy little, fornicating creatures. Cats are different. I would never explode a cat.”

      Finally, I reached the base of the tower. Rushing outside, I found Lars—who was already mounted up on Roly—waiting for me, so I summoned my bike.

      “Still quiet out here?”

      “Yeah, nothing,” he said. “We heading out?”

      “As fast as humanly possible.”

      As we went screaming back through the Gauntlet and the maze—we followed the coins I’d left on the ground, leaving them behind to save time—I filled Lars in on everything that had just happened over the roar of the whirlpool.

      I slowed down as we reached the edge of the reef, where the coral gave way to the salt flats and where it was far more likely that others might be able to see us together.

      “Lars, go check out the open ground,” I said. “If you see people, whistle and just head out as if nothing’s up. I’ll give you some time to put some distance between us so they don’t think you’re with me, then I’ll make a run for it.”

      Lars hesitated, but then inched Roly out into the open. He spent a long moment looking around, then turned back and smiled. “Clear as far as I can tell.”

      “Man,” I said. “I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.” I sped out of the cover of the reef and scanned the flats.

      The Scavengers were still swimming through the salt, but aside from them, everything was totally still.

      “Uhhhh,” Frank said. “You might wanna look up.”

      I did. And I spotted dozens if not hundreds of tiny black dots working their way down from the rim of the vast whirlpool, circling it like vultures around a corpse.

      “Are those what I think they are?”

      “If you’re wondering if they’re boats full of people who want you dead,” Frank said, “then the answer to that riddle is yes.”
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      I spun on Lars. “I’m going north, and you need to go south right now. They’ll be too far away to identify you from where they currently are but being seen with me is a death sentence. Go—I’ll meet you back at the Sands.”

      “No,” Lars said.

      I gunned my bike north, then stopped and did a double-take. “No?”

      “Let me help you,” Lars said. He pointed up at the rim of the whirlpool. “Look at them all. You’ll never fight your way out.”

      “If our demise is assured, then that’s all the more reason to fight,” Frank said.

      I bit my bottom lip and watched the many boats circling down from the top of the whirlpool. “The timing’s all wrong,” I said. “If that many people are here and they’re only just entering the whirlpool now, it means they didn’t come here for the Renown Event. They were waiting for us to show up.

      “And if they’ve got that many boats heading our way, it’s a safe bet they’ve got some more people waiting up top.”

      “So we make a run for it,” Lars said. “I steer and you blast everything apart.”

      “That doesn’t work,” I said. “If they see us fighting together, they’ll never stop hunting you.”

      “So?”

      “Well said, Lars,” Frank said.

      “Shut up, Frank,” I said. “You’re not helping.” I racked my brain, trying to find a solution. Players didn’t have a ton of control while descending the whirlpool, so I figured we could probably make it to the rim if we made a run for it.

      But where would we go from there? What if Lars and I popped out atop the ocean only to find an armada circled up around us?

      Then I had an idea.

      “Can I ride Roly?”

      Lars blinked. “Ride him out? How would that help? He can’t give you cover the way the boat would.”

      “I know, but if I need to, can I?”

      Lars looked to Roly, and the great bug nodded his huge head.

      “Sure, but he won’t go that far from me. Nowhere near far enough to get you out alone.”

      “That’s fine, let’s go. Stay behind like before so I can keep the Scavengers focused on me.”

      “Got it,” Lars said.

      I zoomed off, the blood pounding in my ears as I zigzagged my way toward the northern wall of the whirlpool, aggroing every Scavenger in sight to protect Lars and praying that I’d be able to outrun them.

      “Frank, how do we do this? How do I summon the boat and get out?”

      “You’ll have time to climb on,” he said. “It’s made to be doable. By the way, those boats are moving fast. Won’t be long before they’re close enough that they can see your tags.”

      I twisted around to look at Lars and found five separate fins ripping through the salt, one of which was mere feet behind me.

      “Lars,” I said, doing my best to shout over the noise of the bike and the roar of the whirlpool. “Can Roly head up on his own?”

      “Yeah, as long as he stays close to me.”

      “Great, I need you next to me the moment we hit the wall.”

      “Done!”

      I eyed the trailing mobs and was able to breathe a little easier when one of the five peeled off and headed back in the direction I’d pulled it from. A second did the same, then a third.

      But that still left two more, we were rapidly nearing the wall of the whirlpool, and I couldn’t summon my boat with a pair of mobs on top of me.

      Nor could I really afford to waste more time running away, let alone killing them.

      I held my line, praying that things would work out or, at least that Lars would be able to escape without being associated with me.

      I crossed the last 50 or so feet, then the weighty feeling of aggro finally slipped away.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I checked to make sure that Lars was clear too, then skidded my bike to a stop, hopped off it and got to summoning my Galley.

      I was hoping to crutch on my Alias ability to count on the fact that the Galley’s name tag would read Francis instead of Ned, which would hopefully buy Lars a bit of cover while I stowed away in the cabin.

      I still wasn’t sure what we’d do up top, but sailing through the incoming rush of ships without attracting too much attention would be a good start.

      Lars landed beside me, while Roly skittered off and ran straight into the whirling wall, whose currents quickly carried him away.

      I grabbed Lars by the wrist as my boat neared completion.

      “One, two, three!”

      I twisted around and Shadedrifted the two of us right up onto the deck, then canceled the spell and dropped us both into open air some four feet above the already moving boat.

      “Go go go go go!” Frank said. “The first boats are about to get into range, your tag’s about to become visible!”

      I rolled to my feet and dashed for the safety of the cabin—where breaking my pursuers’ line of sight would conceal me—while Lars grabbed the wheel.

      “Clear?” I said, once I was inside.

      “Can’t say for sure,” Frank said, “but I think so. Tags are just starting to pop on the people heading down.”

      I moved to the nearest window, where I had to crouch to get a view of the waters above. Just as Frank had said, the approaching vessels were starting to pick up red name tags as they sailed down into range.

      There were a few Galleys and a couple of Small Cutters among the fleet, but there were plenty of vessels that I didn’t recognize: boats that floated atop large pontoons, a few particularly sleek sailboats that reminded me of crew boats, plus an especially massive vessel that was wide and long and rode low in the water like a barge.

      And every single one of them was marked as hostile. The barge alone was probably carrying 20 Cultists judging from the red tags I could see, though they were all grouped up on the deck and their name tags were overlapping in a way that made it hard to get a rough count.

      “Doesn’t it feel good to be wanted?” Frank said.

      “Not particularly,” I said. “Lars, you good over there?”

      He wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt, then adjusted his grip on the wheel. Apparently he’d managed to bloody his nose during the fall we’d taken. “Yeah, I’ll live. But what’s the move from here? I can barely steer this thing.”

      “To be expected, just take us up. I’ll be right in the cabin. When we pop up top, I’ll need you to get Roly beneath the boat. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Yeah, but what if they board us?”

      “Then you let them on. And you tell them that our boy Francis is chasing Ned through the maze at this very moment down below while I slip away. We got out quick thanks to the mounts, so I kind of doubt anyone will expect us to be this far out already.

      “Worst case scenario? They spot me and give chase while you take the Galley and run for it. Nobody’s going to go after you if I’m in play.”

      Lars nodded. “Okay. Ships are getting close now. I’m doing my best to steer away from them, but you might wanna get away from the window.”

      “You got this man.” I slid down into a seated position with my back against the wall, then dropped my voice. “Thoughts on the plan?”

      “I like it,” Frank said. “Two stones, one bird.”

      “You mean one stone, two birds, but yeah.”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth. I meant what I said. We’re gonna get away from Tyrann using Francis for cover, and we’re also establishing Francis as a real person at the same time.”

      “That’s still two birds, one stone. The stone is the escape and it’s accomplishing two things.”

      “No, Tyrann is the bird. We’re hitting him twice in one motion, hence two stones.”

      “Whatever.” I turned my head toward the helm. “Lars, how’s it looking?”

      “We’re more than half of the way up. A couple of boats maybe tried to get close on the way down but nobody managed it. There are a handful that are still heading for the reef from above, but I think we’re clear until we reach the surface. Won’t be long now.”

      “Great work, man,” I said. “You got Roly nearby?”

      “He’ll be ready. He can hold his breath for ten minutes if it comes to that.”

      I cracked the window and rolled my shoulders. “Alright then. If this works, I’ll meet you south of the Sands.”

      “I’ll find you,” Lars said. “I’ll be able to feel Roly wherever he is. Just remember that he won’t go too far from me.”

      “Right. Any idea how far you can push it?”

      “Maybe fifty feet?”

      “That’ll have to do.” I leaned a little closer to the window and peered out of it. Roly was swimming alongside the boat, and we were maybe thirty feet beneath the rim of the whirlpool.

      I craned my neck up at the nearly vertical wall of water, but our position kept me from seeing what lay beyond it.

      I ran over and threw the opposite window open.

      A great crimson arc surrounded what I could see of the other side of the whirlpool: hundreds of boats were blockading the rim, just as they had sealed off Tyrann’s island.

      And given how organized the formation seemed to be, I knew we were about to run smack dab into a fleet on our side of the whirlpool as well.

      So instead of waiting for the ship to pop out onto the surface, I dashed back to the other side and hopped up onto the sill.

      Going early represented a risk: if Roly couldn’t take me beyond the ring of boats, I was going to be in serious trouble.

      But it also meant that nobody within sight would be able to see me slip away, and that would keep Lars safe and give me a fighting chance.

      “I’m out. Good luck, Lars.”

      I dropped out through the window and Shadedrifted at Roly.

      I canceled the spell to resolve almost directly on top of him, then I grabbed onto his horn with both hands and pulled myself close.

      Roly dove straight through the whirling currents, moving with impressive speed.

      The drag was incredible between the velocity and the raging waters, and it was all I could do to press myself close to Roly in the hope of making myself more streamlined.

      After a few tense moments of being thrown around in the wash of the currents, we punched into the calmer waters beyond, so I opened my eyes and looked up.

      Sunlight was reflecting off the surface above, and I counted dozens of dark shapes bobbing in the water directly above me.

      The vast majority of them were quite small—about the size of the little sailboat that I’d found early on—though I was pretty sure that there were some more Galleys mixed in too.

      As my vessel was creeping away from the edge of the whirlpool, several other boats started speeding toward it.

      My stomach clenched as Roly pulled us through the water. Not only was Lars about to get boarded, but the ring of boats looked too thick for Roly and me to slip through.

      He slowed down—seeming to have hit the maximum of whatever range he was allowed—so I gave him an appreciative pat and pulled away, then swam as fast as I could.

      But my breath was already well under 50%. There was no way I was going to make it to safety in one go.

      I beelined for the farthest of the boats, aiming for two large, dark shapes that were sitting especially close to one another in the water.

      But no matter how far I went, I couldn’t stop glancing back at our boat. What if someone had seen Lars and me together and figured it all out? What if Tyrann’s crew took him?

      Shit, what if they just killed him for the boat?

      My breath bar ticked below 20%, below 10%, then into the single digits. I didn’t want to let my Health dip in case I ran into a fight on the surface, so I kicked my way up between the two boats I’d chosen.

      They were rocking in the waves maybe two feet apart from each other, and I thought the narrow gap between them might offer a secluded enough space to catch my breath.

      I surfaced as slowly as possible, then sucked in a lungful of air. No shouts went up, so I gave my breath bar a few more seconds to replenish.

      “Monty says the boat checks out. He’s not on it,” someone said from above. “Looks like we’re gonna be here for a little while yet. Might as well get comfortable.”

      “Who does it belong to? Don’t see many Galleys.”

      “Some NPC running a boat for a guy named Francis. The crew searched the whole boat from top to bottom but nothing turned up.”

      “Shame there’s so many people around. I wouldn’t mind offing that NPC and snagging the boat.”

      “Good way to get kicked out of the Cult,” another said.

      “Yeah yeah. I didn’t say I was gonna do it. But you gotta admit it’s tempting.”

      “Well, sure. But it’s not worth it.”

      I exhaled a long, slow breath and relaxed my shoulders. My breath bar was nearly full, so I let myself sink beneath the waves to avoid making noise, swam a bit deeper, then Shadedrifted away from the boat and got back to swimming.

      My next breath bar and about 90% of my Health took me a good distance away, where I found a small, rocky island that offered a good bit of cover. Even so, I broke the surface behind the island gradually and scanned the surrounding waters with only my eyes above the gentle waves.

      I couldn’t see any tags on the distant boats, which meant they were far enough off that they couldn’t see mine either, so I clambered up onto the stony beach, plopped down behind a curved palm, and ate to regain my Health.

      “You think Lars is good?” I said.

      “Dunno,” Frank said. “But your boat should be marked on your mini map.”

      I pulled it up, and sure enough, a small ship icon was heading in our direction.

      “Well,” I said, “that’s something at least. Roly must be leading Lars this way. Guess we’ll just have to hope he’s alone. But man… we can’t keep doing this.”

      “What? Running away?”

      “Yeah. Well, kind of. These close calls are just too much, and Tyrann’s not going to stop. I feel good about the Francis angle—that seems like at least a partial solution to setting up in the Withered Vale.

      “But we’re getting closer to 15, so it’s probably time to start thinking about what we can do to mitigate this sorta stuff. I hate the idea that me being spotted in the world or even being the subject of an alert could mean trouble for the people that are helping me out.

      “Say someone takes a video or even a screenshot of Lars and I leveling together. That could easily get him killed.”

      “You got a direction in mind?”

      “I was thinking about that World’s-Eye Hex, actually. I thought it was interesting that the Possibility King tricked that mage into seeing something that wasn’t there. So I’m wondering about Arcane Magic or something similar. That projection thing could be pretty handy for us.

      “Honestly, I hate to say it, but it might be even time to consider something with stealth. I hate the idea of sneaking around all the time just as much as you do but—”

      “You take that back right now.”

      “…Okay, yeah, less than you but—”

      “Way less.”

      “Substantially less, but I still don’t want to do it, okay? But I also really want to be able to play with Lars and House and Darling and so on without feeling like I’m endangering them every step of the way. So maybe it’d be worth the sacrifice to take something along those lines.”

      Frank took a deep breath.

      “I’m going to suggest something.”

      “Okay,” I said, taking a quick peek at my map. Lars was still a little way off, but he was getting closer.

      “And if you ever mention that I suggested this—even if you don’t take it—I will end you. And I’ll be super annoying in the process. I know you already think I’m annoying, but trust me: you have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      I sat up a little straighter. “I’m officially intrigued.”

      Frank sighed.

      “Illusion Magic would be a better bet. I can’t say a whole lot about it right now, but it accomplishes a lot of the same things that you saw Erasmus doing. And it would work a lot better with your Alias. And most importantly, it would spare me the indignity of having to watch you slowly skulk from place to place.”

      “A worthy consideration. Any negatives to going with that?”

      “You’d lose any and all Frank points for starters.”

      “What, both of them? Tragedy of tragedies.”

      “Indeed. It’s a pretty rare school, though—Sarissa could teach you, but getting back into Highwater might be problematic.”

      “Definitely. I could probably make a run for it, but the lifts seem like a really dangerous place to be. Too many people standing around at all times, no space to maneuver. And the rafts wouldn’t be much better. Any alternatives to Sarissa?”

      “The other trainers I can tell you about are all on the other continents, so we could sail out to one of them if needed, but that would take the better part of a day at least.”

      “Yeah, and I really don’t want to get that far from the Vale, especially since we’ll be heading out to meet the Kings soon. Thanks, though—that sounds like a really good option.”

      “Ugh, I have regrets. I feel like when I’m old and I start looking back on my life and wondering where it all went wrong, I’m gonna keep coming back to this moment and wondering what the hell I was thinking.”

      “That seems pretty plausible, yeah. But I do feel better having an idea of where we’re headed, even if we need to call an audible on it.”

      My Health maxed out and the Galley was now within sight, so I headed over to the beach and summoned my Small Cutter.

      I hopped in and steered the small craft toward the oncoming Galley—which still had Francis’ name tag floating above it—and the larger vessel swerved to meet us.

      The water bulged to my left and Roly leaped up out of it, soaring and spinning above me.

      “That was surprisingly elegant,” I said.

      “I could do that,” Frank said. “I’m a very graceful swimmer.”

      “Sure you are.”

      The Galley pulled up beside us, then Lars leaned down over the side, a huge grin plastered across his face. “Well that definitely got my heart pounding.”

      He was about to throw the rope ladder down over the side, but I’d already Shadedrifted up onto the deck and got to desummoning my Cutter.

      “Awesome Lars,” I said. “Damn well done. Probably wanna take us out of here right away in case somebody’s watching. Might as well head for the Sands—I’ve got a meeting with the Kings to make, and I think we can pull it off if we burn a couple Lesser Soul Gems with the motor.”

      He ran over and grabbed the wheel, and the boat picked up speed. I opened up a trade window with him and dropped a handful of gems in.

      “Burn ’em all with the motor if needed,” I said. “That’ll get us to the Sands significantly faster, and we should outpace Tyrann’s crew if they decide to follow us. They didn’t try to rough you up or anything?”

      Lars shook his head, and the boat rocked backward slightly as the motor kicked in.

      “The whole group was actually pretty friendly,” he said. “It was a little dicey at first because they were trying to figure out where I stood, but everybody relaxed after I called you an asshole.”

      “Foolproof strategy,” Frank said. “Blind them with the truth.”

      “I certainly thought so,” Lars said. “I had to make some stuff up about bad blood between you and Francis since they knew it was his boat and supposedly he was chasing you, but I kept it simple and they lost interest when they realized you weren’t on board.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “Well done, man. You overhear anything interesting?”

      “Oh yeah, the guys who weren’t in robes were a chatty bunch. All riled up ’cause they thought they had you pinned down. Apparently Tyrann had a huge group head to each of the Renown Events but not engage. They were just walling them off to see if you’d bite.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “I’m glad they whiffed, but man, I don’t like that we were that predictable. And that he’s got the resources to throw that many people at a hunch.

      “Can’t say it wasn’t worth it, though. We got some clutch information on the towers plus the map, assuming that does something for us eventually.”

      “And a cat,” Frank said. “Don’t forget the cat.”

      “Yeah. I wonder if those guys are even capable of searching that area level-wise. Regardless, it should buy us a good amount of breathing room.”

      “And the Auction House pops later today.”

      “I am so excited about that. Alias applies there too, yeah?”

      “Yep. I also have a bit more on Caravans now that you’re 11 and nobody is trying to kill you.”

      “Awesome. Hit me.”

      “They’re escort quests, basically: the goal is to protect the Caravan until it reaches its destination, and if you make it there, then that city or outpost or whatever gets an Auction Node and the city is added to your overall network.

      “Experience for the quests is decent but not amazing, and each run has a small chance of popping a rare mob, with the longer runs having a higher chance.

      “Catch is that there’s a fee to start one, and if you fail the quest, you lose the Caravan. Fees increase with distance, too, though it’s cheaper to send them across water than land if you’re talking equal distances.”

      “Interesting,” I said. “How restricted are we gonna be? Can we just send them anywhere?”

      “Anywhere you’ve been to start,” Frank said. “And once you’ve got a Node somewhere, you can send routes from there too.”

      “And once that’s done? What kind of a delay are we looking at here with buying and selling stuff? It’s gotta be fairly quick, right?”

      “Gold is always instant. But if you buy something listed in a faraway market, it can take a little while to hit your inventory. Still much faster than fast traveling to trade though.”

      “Man. I cannot wait to get started on that.”

      “So am I taking us into the Vale?” Lars said.

      “Nah, Darling set a meeting up with the Kings a good bit to the south and down by the coast. We should head that way now, we don’t have much time.”

      “Stupid meetings,” Frank said.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I think there’s a zero percent chance this goes well.”

      “I sure hope not.”
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      Lars and I spent the better part of an hour sailing back toward the Sands while I checked in with Darling and company.

      They’d seen an armored caravan depart to the south a few minutes earlier—that was probably our Merchant Kings on the move, or whoever they’d sent in their place—which only added to my laundry list of concerns, much to Frank’s delight.

      The good news, though? House was officially ready for combat. She was still pretty low level—7, working on 8—but she’d managed her first class change.

      And apparently Frank had convinced her to pick up a skill called Automated Weaponry, then go ahead and specialize in it.

      
        
        Marble Golem / Fighter

        Tier II Class: Stone Artificer

        Armor Type: Plate

        Pros: High Utility and Sustain.

        Cons: Low Damage and Crowd Control.

      

      

      It seemed like a pretty interesting class overall, and it represented a huge change for House.

      Instead of depending on Auras to amplify her offensive or defensive capabilities, she now had two classes of summons that did the same thing: bots for healing and turrets for damage.

      And though she reported that she was struggling with combat in general after the latest update, the class change seemed to have eased things up a little bit.

      Regardless of the class, though, I was just excited at the possibility of having her out on the road with us.

      But first we had the Kings to deal with. I had Lars pull the boat into a cove near the meeting area that Darling had arranged, then I hopped off and waded through the shallow waters and up the beach.

      Lars tried to follow me, but I waved him off. “Not this time, man.”

      “Why not?” he asked. “It worked great last time around, right?”

      I almost said it was too risky—that once again, I couldn’t afford to be associated with him—but there was a better angle.

      “Oh no, you’re definitely helping,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure I can handle these guys myself, so what I really need is to have an escape route in case this goes bad.

      “Plus if the Cult comes rolling by and you’re out at sea, you can fire the cannons and give me a heads up.”

      Lars cocked his head at that, but eventually he nodded.

      “Alright, yeah. That makes sense.”

      “Thanks man. I’ll be back soon. Stay safe, yeah?”

      “Sure.”

      I headed up out of the wet sand and up the nearest dune.

      “Idea,” Frank said.

      “No.”

      “Don’t you at least wanna hear me out?”

      “I don’t need to. You’re just gonna drone on about murdering everybody.”

      “Well, yeah. But I’d be creative about it.”

      “I dunno,” I said as I crested a dune to get a better view of the desert to the north. A dark cloud of sand was rising off in the distance, maybe a mile out, so I figured that was the Kings heading our way. “I really don’t think we can afford to kill these guys.”

      “You just need to budget better,” Frank said.

      “Seriously. What happens if whoever they’re sending to meet with us—whether it’s the Kings themselves or just their representatives—don’t come back?

      “There’s no way that doesn’t ripple out and cause problems for us somehow. Maybe the Queen comes down from Highwater and seizes our plots or puts somebody else in charge, who knows.”

      “But the Kings don’t know who they’re meeting,” Frank said. “So if you murder them, you’re good.”

      “Sure, but they’ve met with Darling, and for all we know, someone else could trace the whole thing back to her as a result. And even if that’s a small risk, I can’t screw the guild over after everything they’ve done for us. That’s not okay.”

      “True.”

      “The Kings know about the inn, too, which means it could easily come back to Lars. And there’s the tree. We just need to be careful here. We’ve got other people to worry about now.”

      I wanted to get the lay of the land before the meeting—Darling had picked a sheltered valley with dunes to the north, west, and south and the ocean to the east—so I ran over to the western dune and spotted a pack of wandering mobs: a bunch of silver-skinned, doglike creatures trailing behind a much larger monster draped in gold chains.

      I inspected the creatures, starting with the largest of them.

      
        
        {Goldfang} (Level 8 Humanoid) (Elite) (Rare)

        HP: 2,400/2,400

        MP: 900/900

      

        

      
        {Silver-eyed Lackey} (Level 7 Humanoid)

        HP: 700/700

        MP: 200/200

      

      

      It was quite the parade, really, with four Lackies in all.

      “Wonder if I could solo that pack with some AoE,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Frank said. “They’re all melee, plus they’re lower level.”

      I sighed. “I’d maybe try it with Lars if the Kings weren’t so close. Can you at least tell me that those mobs aren’t going to head this way at the worst possible time?”

      “I will happily lie to your face if that’s what you want. Watch: I respect you. I think you are a decent human being. I am not deeply, irrevocably ashamed to be associated with you in any way.”

      “Seriously.”

      Frank grunted. “It’s a patrolling group. They’ve got a wide area that includes all of the nearby dunes and the valley below, so they’ll definitely head this way at some point. Could be twenty minutes, or they could head over in the next thirty seconds.”

      “So maybe we head north and try to meet the Kings a little away from that pack?”

      “We could,” Frank said, “but the mobs might just end up heading that way instead—that rare covers a ton of ground. And this area’s solid with the cover the dunes provide, plus the boat’s nearby and has a clear line of sight.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So the rare pack is what it is—we’ll deal with it if necessary, but hopefully it’s a nonissue.” An especially tall dune blocked my view of what lay to the south, so I ran over and scaled it.

      The news wasn’t quite as bad there. A pair of players were grinding in the distance, killing a bunch of harpies that had settled within a rock formation whose tall spires were capped with large, matted nests.

      “Well, I guess it could be worse,” I said. “Darling did pick a good spot.”

      “Of course she did,” Frank said. “Everything she does is good.”

      Finally, I made my way back to the northern dune and waited atop it as the carriage rumbled closer. I spotted a scout moving a good bit in front of it, a man in jet-black clothing that blended in perfectly with the sands.

      The carriage itself didn’t have an escort, though, which was utterly bizarre, and as it rolled closer, I realized it wasn’t being driven by anything.

      I squinted at the name tag that was floating above it.

      
        
        Merchant King Vesuvian’s Autonomous Carriage

      

      

      “That thing’s gotta be powered by Soul Gems, right?” I said.

      “You got it?”

      “Can I steal it?”

      “No,” Frank said. “You can’t steal NPC mounts. You could operate it, though—just won’t be able to drop it into your inventory and summon it like you can with the boats. But I’m pleased that the meeting hasn’t started and you’re already considering violence.”

      I glanced down at him. “Huh. How about that.”

      “How about that indeed.”

      I pulled out my new blunderbuss and loaded up a pair of blasts—overcharging the second—then braced the sparking weapon against my shoulder. “That said, I’m still hoping we can resolve this.”

      “Yeah, let’s resolve it permanently,” Frank said. “With violence.”

      “You know what I mean. All we really need out of this is to get these guys off our backs for a little while so that we can focus on Tyrann and the Auction House.”

      I eyed the scout as the carriage rumbled between the two nearest dunes. He ran up the dune across from me, squatted on his haunches, then removed a bronze spyglass from a pocket and pointed it in my direction.

      Sunlight flared off the lens and I winced away, blinking.

      The caravan wound its way closer and eventually steered into the sheltered valley below.

      I headed down and met the carriage. It jerked to a stop, steam rising from beneath it. Three guards with halberds piled out—two formed up in front of me while the third shut and locked the door behind them, then joined his companions.

      Even counting the scout who was still squatting above us, this was a far, far smaller force than I’d expected.

      When Darling had told me to expect an armored caravan, I’d assumed we were dealing with a rolling tank plus a squad of guards at the bare minimum, but this was a pleasant—if confusing—surprise.

      I inspected them.

      
        
        {Aeros’ Bodyguard} (Level 7 Humanoid)

        HP: 500/500

        MP: 100/100

      

      

      I cocked an eyebrow at the guards. It seemed a little odd that the carriage belonged to Vesuvian but the guards were Aeros’, who I assumed was another of the Kings.

      A three-on-one wasn’t great, but when it was against three level 7s with 500 Health? That seemed very doable.

      I waited for the Kings to exit the carriage, but instead a small horizontal slot clicked open, one that was barely large enough to slip an envelope through.

      “You’re the owner then?” someone said from within, and the voice was higher pitched than I’d expected, plus younger-sounding as well. “The one who’s been trafficking water against the Decree?”

      “That’s me,” I said. “And who are you?”

      “Merchant King Vesuvian.”

      I squinted at the slot. “So you’re telling me that one of the Kings came all the way out here to meet me but only brought three guards to make sure I didn’t kill him on the spot?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Oh, and since you clearly aren’t leaving that carriage, I guess I’m not allowed to see you either. I’m just supposed to take your word for it that you’re who you say you are.”

      The speaker hesitated. “Three guards are more than enough to deal with an innkeeper,” he said, but he sounded uncertain, like he was repeating something that he’d been told but didn’t entirely believe. “And my escort can confirm that I am who I claim to be.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I bet they can, yeah. Paid escorts tend to do that.”

      “Regardless,” the speaker said, “I’d like to make you an offer on your inn before the other Kings seize it or burn it down. I assume my gold has value for you no matter who it’s coming from, correct?”

      “How much are we talking?”

      “Five gold,” he said. “Final offer.”

      I scoffed. “That’s insulting, even for a lowball. You really think my building—the nicest inn in the entire Vale—is worth half the asking price of one of your little cloaks? Please.”

      “Say it with me,” Frank whispered. “Violence is always the answer.”

      The scout—who was still squatting atop one of the nearby dunes—set his scope down and drew his crossbow.

      I gripped my blunderbuss with two hands and aimed it at the ground between the two nearest guards. “I think we both know that you need to do better than that.”

      “Five gold is more than you deserve. The Vale hasn’t been the same ever since you arrived.”

      “What, people are less thirsty now?” I said. “How terrible.”

      The speaker clicked his tongue. “Please. People are dropping dead in the streets. Ever since the Barbarians were driven off, the city has been growing at an unsustainable rate.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. I hadn’t realized the Kings had put all that together. But there was something off in his tone. That last bit had sounded flat, like he’d rehearsed it.

      “Really now. People are dropping of thirst, I assume? So, let me get this straight: the water barons who have run the city for years and grown rich in the process are now letting people die of dehydration, and somehow it’s my fault when I’ve been around the Vale for what? A week?”

      “It’s not just thirst, you fool,” the speaker said, angry now, which made him seem increasingly authentic. “There are simply too many people. The alleys are filled with trash. People are sleeping on the streets. They’re hungry and thirsty and the sun is merciless and they have nowhere to sleep and they’re fighting each other over the scraps that the city can spare. How long has it been since you even set foot in the Vale? How can you not know?”

      I pursed my lips. “It doesn’t really matter what I’ve done or haven’t done: you run the Vale. I just run an inn. And if the city’s as bad as you say, then it’s entirely your fault. The buck always stops with the guy at the top, no matter what.”

      Another one of my father’s lessons. One of the few that we’d never disagreed over.

      “And people are sleeping on the streets, huh? Yet somehow my inn is only worth five gold coins.”

      “Fine,” the speaker said. “Seven gold.”

      “If you’re not going to negotiate in good faith, then don’t bother. And just for the record, you shouldn’t start a negotiation by saying something is your final offer if you’re planning on going up thirty seconds later.” I shifted my blunderbuss up a little higher.

      “And if you really wanted me to take five gold the moment you offered it, you should have brought some serious leverage. Meaning some guards that could actually hold their own if it came to it.”

      “What was that?” one of the guards said.

      “Vesuvian’s had his chance,” one of the others said, and his tone was so derisive it made me wonder if I was actually dealing with one of the Kings.

      But if so, then their relationship was a lot messier than I’d assumed. And maybe that represented an opportunity.

      The nearest guard gripped his halberd a little tighter. “Let’s get rid of this guy and head back.”

      “Wait,” the speaker said. “I have—”

      The guard thumped the butt of his weapon against the door of the carriage. “Yeah yeah, that’s enough. You had your chance and you failed like Aeros said you would.”

      The other guards chuckled and readied their weapons.

      “What are you doing?” the speaker said. “You can’t—”

      “Pipe down. The men have work to do.”

      I rubbed my chin. I still didn’t understand the politics involved, but that last interaction had convinced me that it really was Vesuvian inside the carriage.

      “Ten gold coins, final offer,” the speaker said, desperate now. “That’s honestly all Aeros gave me. I can give you more myself back in the Vale or some cloaks if you need them, but—”

      He cut off as one of the guards thumped the flat of the blade of his halberd against the slit of the carriage.

      “No more deals. We’ll handle this as we were ordered, and Aeros can sort everything out back in the Vale.”

      I pointed my blunderbuss at the nearest guard’s chest. “I suggest you let the King speak a bit longer. Because I really don’t want to have to kill you.”

      “I, on the other hand, would very much like to do that,” Frank said, his voice low. “Don’t forget about the scout.”

      The nearest guard swallowed but brought his halberd up across his chest, and the other two followed suit.

      “Kill him!”

      All three of the guards’ name tags flashed from green to red, so I jumped backward and launched the overcharged blast I’d stored in my blunderbuss. The spell hit for 615 damage, one-shotting the nearest guard from full Health.

      I barked a laugh as he flew out of the gold and purple cloud the spell had created, smashed into the King’s armored carriage and crumpled to the ground in front of it.

      I ducked a halberd swing and retaliated with a Dreadful Shot, then turned on the third guard and launched my second stored blast.

      “Partial resist, hit for 280,” Frank said. “Target at 44%.”

      The explosive power of the spell still knocked him back two steps, then he charged with his halberd cocked high above his right shoulder.

      I switched to my pistols and Shadedrifted right through him, angling my movement so that I’d tag the second still-fleeing guard as well.

      I disoriented them both and popped back into the world, then lined up a carefully placed pair of Ravenblasts.

      The rune-enhanced ravens ripped through the nearest guard for 175 apiece, then struck the injured one for 90 and a crit for 180, which finished him off.

      The lone remaining guard regained his feet and his armor flashed gold, then he charged across the ground at supernatural speed, black sand kicking up all around him.

      He cross-checked me with his halberd before I could react, and the blow knocked me over backward.

      “Your Health at 92%,” Frank said. “Look at this level chump.”

      I cracked a smile before I hit the ground, then used the backward momentum to roll back to my feet—only to find the guard about to bring his weapon down hard in a vertical smash.

      I activated Repel and kicked him full in the chest, and the explosive skill threw him about 15 feet back. I finished him off with a barrage of pistol blasts from range, then stalked toward the carriage with both guns glowing with grayish light.

      “Scout’s running for it,” Frank said. “Quick, punish him for his cowardice!”

      “On it.” I pointed my weapons up the dune while hoping to squeeze in a Fettering, but it was too late. I could still see the scout but he was out of the spell’s range, and it wouldn’t be long before he was over the dune and out of my line of sight.

      Then the carriage jerked forward and started climbing up the dune to the west.

      I took a few bounding steps, then thought better of it and summoned my bike instead. I hopped onto it as soon as it spawned, pushed my weight forward and hit the throttle.

      I rocketed ahead, tearing up the dune at a blistering pace.

      The entire bike left the ground as I hit the dune’s apex and I soared several feet above the sand. I hit the ground halfway across the dune, but the scout was nowhere to be seen.

      I pushed on, guiding the bike down the other side of the dune, and then I spotted him: he was running at full speed, but the steep hill had him off balance, and he looked close to losing his footing.

      I gunned the throttle again, and the bike skidded and threatened to fishtail beneath me—apparently sand wasn’t the best surface to ride over—but I managed to straighten it out by shifting my weight and turning into the skid.

      As had seemed inevitable, the scout tripped as I pursued him and tumbled ten feet down the dune before he cartwheeled to a stop. He got up and his eyes went wide as he saw me coming. He reached for the crossbow slung over his back and whipped it up against his shoulder.

      I jumped off the bike and threw myself at him, activating Repel in midair as it came off cooldown. I couldn’t manage a kick or a punch, but I did make contact with my shoulder, and the resulting explosion was by far the strongest yet, no doubt a product of the momentum from being mounted.

      The scout flew down the rest of the dune and skipped across the sand.

      I raced down after him and wound up a pair of blasts as I went. I got both guns in his face before he had the chance to rise, but he just lay there, his eyes wide, his chest heaving.

      I glanced across the dune, scanning for the carriage. It had stalled out at the very top of the western dune, where the wheels had dug in and were now spitting sand.

      I stared down at the scout, barrels fully aglow. “Well?”

      His senses seemed to return to him, and he put both of his palms between my weapons and his face.

      “Well?” I repeated, a little louder.

      “What?” he said.

      “I’m waiting for you to give me a reason not to kill you.”

      “Why would you do that?” Frank said. “Just shoot the guy in the face already. Then we can go shoot the King in the face too.”

      The scout looked like he was about to say something, then he jerked a knife out of his boot and lunged at my thigh.

      I blasted him from point-blank range, hitting him for 175 and 350 and killing him on the spot.

      “Softie,” Frank said as I ran and grabbed the bike, which had traveled a good thirty feet without me.

      “Eh, we could have used the scout for information,” I said. “I want to figure out what’s up with the Kings and whether they’re divided or not. But I guess this is cleaner.”

      “If by cleaner you mean decidedly more messy,” Frank said. “That guy is in like four parts right now. Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I’m speaking figuratively, Frank.”

      “Why would you do that? Say what you mean, mean what you say.”

      I accelerated the bike up the dune, then skidded sideways to a stop right in front of the stuck carriage.

      “I don’t think you’re going anywhere,” I said. I stepped up to the slot and was about to peer inside, then thought better of it. That was probably a good way to catch a dagger to the eye.

      “They might spare you if you let me go,” the speaker said, his voice even higher than before. “It’s not too late.”

      “Quite the offer for a man hiding inside a carriage,” I said. I eyed the vehicle, then threw a pair of Ravenblasts at one of its two doors.

      I wasn’t expecting much of anything to happen—the vehicle didn’t have a Health bar—and the two spells bounced right off it and went flying up into the blue sky.

      A string of runes rippled red across the carriage, then faded as quickly as they’d appeared.

      “It’ll take you hours to crack this carriage open. And by then the other Kings will be wondering why I haven’t returned.”

      I tapped my chin. If this really was Vesuvian, then he didn’t have much standing with the others. Or even the guards that had accompanied him.

      “Do you actually think they’ll care if you don’t come back? I’d assume they wouldn’t, given how weak your escort was. Maybe they were even hoping you’d disappear.”

      He hesitated, and the pause betrayed the lie to come.

      “Of course they’ll care. They won’t rest until they’ve tracked me down and you’re swinging from the bridges.”

      “Doubt it. But in the meantime, why don’t you come on out so I can get a good look at you? Pay my respects and so on.”

      “Not happening.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” I said. “What do you think, Frank? How do we pop this thing open?”

      “Those are magical wards,” Frank said. “I bet the ship’s cannons could crack the carriage like an egg. Might be messy, but in a good way. To clarify, it’d be messy in a good way for us. Substantially less good for him.”

      I waited for the speaker to respond to that, but he didn’t. So maybe he thought it would work, too.

      “Or we could just have Roly bury the entire carriage,” I said. “Push some sand over the top and call it a day. I doubt his Highness has much food and water in there, and even if the other Kings did ride to the rescue, they wouldn’t find him in time.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “That involves a lot more suffering. Huge fan.”

      I heard feet scuffing on sand, and I turned to find the mob pack I’d seen patrolling the valley earlier directly below the dune we stood upon.

      They weren’t anywhere near close enough to aggro, but maybe we could use them to flush the King out of his carriage.

      “Here’s another idea,” I said.

      “Does it involve a further increase in suffering?”

      “I believe it does, Frank.”

      “Great. I’m all ears.”

      “I’m thinking that unless the King becomes substantially more helpful in the next ten seconds, we push his carriage down the hill and see how long it takes that pack of monsters to get at him.”

      I heard a slot clink open on the other side, and the King gasped at the sight below.

      “We may not be able to open it,” I said, “but I think that crew can probably figure it out. And if not, it’ll still be fun to watch.”

      “What do you want, exactly?” the King said as I rounded the carriage, careful not to make a noise.

      “How about this. You push ten gold coins through the slot, and I’ll let you limp back to the other Kings. Deal?”

      The speaker hesitated. “Five gold.”

      I swapped weapons and jammed the barrel of my blunderbuss into the slot before the King could close it. Then I overcharged a blast and held it.

      “This is no longer a negotiation—it’s a robbery. Ten gold, now. I know you’ve got at least that much. Or I splatter you across the inside of your carriage.”

      The King grabbed the barrel and tried to dislodge it, but he was too weak to budge it despite what little Strength I had. “Please. I can’t go back like this. They already think I’m weak.”

      “You’ve until the count of three. One. Two. Th—”

      I cut off as the King poked a small hand through the slot and dropped a handful of coins onto the sand.

      And they were glinting gold in the sunlight.

      I bent down and scooped them up, and the King took the opportunity to slam the slot closed again. “That wasn’t so hard, right? Now. Let’s get you out of that carriage.”

      “But you said—”

      “I imagine you’ve got some other peepholes in there to peer through, right? Can you see that boat floating a little bit off the shore?”

      “…Yeah?”

      “Well, if that first exchange was a robbery, then this second act is gunboat diplomacy. You got pen and ink?”

      “I do.”

      “Great. So here’s the new deal. I want a statement of what’s happened here. The guards’ attempt on my life, the Kings’ efforts to bully me out of the Vale.

      “Then, once I’ve double-checked your statement, you and I will head back to the Vale together and pay the Captain of the Guard a nice long visit. I feel like he’d have some pretty strong feelings about what the three of you are doing.”

      I didn’t really think he’d go for that, but it seemed like the offer would get him talking.

      “That would be worse than dying out here,” the King said. “You have no idea what they would do to me.”

      “Arlann? He’s a good man. He wouldn’t allow—”

      “The other Kings. And Arlann might be able to slow them down, but he wouldn’t be able to stop them. Not if he values his own life.”

      “They’d kill you for saving your own life?”

      “They’d skin me alive for turning on them,” the King said, “and then they’d kill me.” He hesitated for a long moment, then spoke in a quiet voice. “I’m not coming out. I’d rather take my chances with you or even those monsters before I put myself at the mercy of the other Kings. Especially after what’s already happened here.”

      “They might skin you alive tomorrow, sure,” I said. “But I’m standing in front of you with an axe right now, and there’s a decent chance the cannons don’t kill you.”

      “Oh, I’m down to do some peeling,” Frank said. “I am so down for that.”

      The carriage rocked slightly, but the King didn’t respond.

      It seemed like he wasn’t going to budge. But it still felt like there was an opportunity here.

      “You know what Frank? Maybe we just take him as a hostage. I imagine he’s got quite a bit of information that we could use.

      “And at the end of the day, I’ve gotta assume the other Kings would pay something for his return, even if he’s as unpopular with the others as he claims.”

      “Then you’re a fool,” the King said.

      “Killing him would be simpler,” Frank said.

      “True. If we report back to Arlann that we showed up for the meeting only to find this guy getting mutilated by those mobs down there, that could lend me quite a bit of plausible deniability.”

      A long beat of silence passed, and I was content to let the King sit with it.

      “Might be more fun to kill you with Frank, though. And I think he’d enjoy it.”

      “Oh yeah,” Frank said. “I might be dull and statless, but I am very, very persistent. I’ll pick one spot and just go to town on it for hours. Start at the taint and work my way up.”

      I winced. “The taint?”

      “The gooch,” Frank said. “The grundle carriage. The perineum. The chad. The fleshy fun bridge. That smooth spot between your balls and—”

      “I know what it is. I just find it concerning that you have six names for it.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about the best way to split someone in half, and ultimately there are really only two good places to start: the top of the skull, or the taint. Top of the skull seems like a logical choice, but then it’s over before the fun even begins, you know?”

      “I can see that.”

      “Hey, speaking of torture, I guess we could torture a hostage. Can I change my answer to hostage?”

      I dropped my voice so the King wouldn’t hear. “Just to be clear, I’m not really a fan of torture. We’re just trying to scare some info out of him here.”

      “We gotta do at least a little bit of torture. That way he knows we mean business.”

      “No torture Frank,” I said.

      “Oh, I get it.” He winked at me. Or at least it felt like he did. “No torture, wink wink.”

      “You don’t need to say wink wink after winking. That totally defeats the purpose.”

      “I’m picking up on what you’re putting down,” Frank said. “Hey, King guy, come on out and we totally won’t use your face to shatter your kneecaps. Pinky promise.”

      “Frank does take his pinky promises very seriously.”

      “Truth.”

      “Well, Highness? What’s it gonna be? You coming out?”

      I waited a moment, but didn’t get a response.

      “Alright, last chance. You pop out of there right now so that we can have a nice little chat and I can get a good look at who you really are, or I send your carriage rolling down the hill.”

      “Aw,” Frank said. “I was really looking forward to getting all bloody.”

      I dropped my voice and stepped away from the carriage. “I have a hunch that our odds of getting out of this with no backlash are way better if the mobs are responsible for his death.

      “I think Arlann will probably believe us if he finds the carriage covered in tooth marks and so on.”

      “True. I guess I’m good with it as long as I get to see him get eaten.”

      “We’ll stick around until he’s dead at the very least,” I said. I cleared my throat. “Final warning.”

      No response.

      “Alright then,” I said as I moved behind the carriage. Then I gave it a sharp, Repel-powered kick.

      The blow wasn’t enough to send the carriage flying, but it did dislodge it from the ruts it had created and sent it rolling down the dune.

      The mob pack halted to watch it approach, every head turning at once. The carriage accelerated down the slope for a few seconds before it veered hard to the right and flipped end over end, pieces flying off it.

      The doglike mobs pounced as soon as it came to rest, leaping atop it with hammers and axes in hand.

      Goldfang—the leader of the pack—was armed with a pick that seemed to be imbued with fire magic, and though the carriage’s runes flared with each strike, it was clear that the side of the vehicle wasn’t going to hold up for long.

      I jogged about halfway down the dune, then squatted on my haunches.

      “You know I’m not actually going to let him get ripped apart, right?” I said. “Just saying. I’ll wipe him out alongside the pack if they can pop the carriage.”

      “What?” Frank said. “Give me one good reason for us not to watch him die in excruciatingly slow agony.”

      “Probably get more experience if I finish him off myself. And more loot.”

      “I said a good reason.”

      “And by a good reason you mean a reason that directly affects you, huh?”

      “Precisely. Glad to see that you’re finally figuring out how this works. I award you 2 Frank points.”

      “Nice. What does that bring me up to?”

      “Huh? Oh, I dunno, 5 something? It’s not an exact system.”

      “How is your point system not exact? Point systems are exact by definition. That’s like the whole reason to have one.”

      “Seems tedious. I’d rather just go with the flow.”

      “You go with the flow. With your point system.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Unbelievable.” I reloaded my blunderbuss, then switched to my pistols and got some blasts ready.

      I figured I’d wait until the King was out and targettable, then drop him immediately and wipe out the pack while I was at it for the extra loot.

      The Rare mob that led them was only level 8 so it probably wouldn’t offer much in the way of gear that I could use, but it could easily drop a useful recipe or something.

      The pack of mobs continued to work on the carriage for a couple of minutes, and I was starting to think they didn’t have it in them when Goldfang buried his pick hilt-deep in the side of the carriage and gave a mighty yank.

      One of the carriage doors popped open, and a brilliant flash of yellow light erupted from within.

      The mobs howled and hopped off the wrecked vehicle, clawing at their eyes, and I noticed a new status ailment had appeared above their Health bars.

      
        
        {Blinded}

        Disoriented for 5 seconds.

      

      

      So apparently the occupant wasn’t totally defenseless. He climbed out of the carriage and booked it up the nearest dune, so I inspected him.

      
        
        {Merchant King Vesuvian} (Level 6 Humanoid)

        HP: 500/500

        MP: 650/650

      

      

      So it really was Vesuvian that we were dealing with. He was small, too: maybe five and a half feet tall and rail-thin, and even from this distance I could tell that he was swimming in his gold and red robes.

      I watched him as he scrambled up the steep sand and slid backward a step for every two he took.

      Then it all clicked: his high voice, his small hands. The way the guards had talked down to him.

      I cursed and sprinted down the dune as the Blinded effect faded and the pack of monsters gave chase.

      “Aw come on,” Frank said. “At least let them tear into him a little bit.”

      “That’s not a small King, man—that’s a kid.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t see the problem,” Frank said.

      “I’m not letting a teenager die in front of me, Frank.”

      “Fine, softie. Then what’s the plan?”

      “Save the kid, figure it out.”

      I got into range and launched two piercing ravens through the group and devastated three of the smaller mobs, but their rapid movement kept me from tagging the others.

      Vesuvian tripped and cried out, hit the ground hard, and started rolling toward his pursuers, a cloud of sand churning around him.

      I already had the attention of the three mobs I’d clipped, which left one more Lackey plus Goldfang himself, so I targeted the big guy with a Dreadful Shot and hit the other follower with a Fettering.

      “Approaching targets at 77%, 75%, and 83%,” Frank said.

      With the King safe for a few seconds, I readied another pair of blasts and strafed to my left, dragging the mobs into a straight line.

      Once I had the positioning right, I backpedaled and gunned the trio down into Harvest range with a flurry of piercing, grayish birds.

      With all three of the mobs under 30% and the still-trailing group tightly packed, a single Dark Harvest was enough to finish off all three of them and reset my cooldown.

      “Fettering’s stun component is about to fade,” Frank said. “Fear effect is holding… and it’s broke.”

      High above, the King regained his feet and bolted up the dune.

      But Goldfang pointed a long finger in his direction. One of the mob’s golden chains flew off him and struck the King in the back like a snake.

      The chain wrapped itself around him, pinning his arms to his sides and locking him in place.

      He went down hard and Goldfang was already after him, shrieking as it pelted toward the helpless King.

      “Gilded Chains,” Frank said. “Rooted for 20 seconds, all damage taken increased by 100%, but the effect instantly breaks on damage. That mob will probably one-shot him with that ability up.”

      I charged up the dune with two blasts at the ready, arms pumping. I let them both go, then turned and Shadedrifted right up the slope, aiming at Goldfang.

      But the timing was going to be tight: the mob was nearly on top of the King and his fiery pickaxe was molten with heat.

      The mob screamed as it reached the King and readied its glowing weapon.

      Both of my ravens connected for about 160 apiece, and the force of the blasts knocked Goldfang sideways into the sand.

      I popped out of Shadedrift and equipped my blunderbuss as Goldfang charged toward me. I shouldered my weapon and fired both blasts in rapid succession, chunking the Rare for 470 a pop.

      “Target at 61%,” Frank said. “Watch the other Lackey, closing in on the King.”

      He was right; the mob was maybe twenty feet away from the King and was gaining fast. I almost had Dreadful back up, but given the positioning…

      I switched to my pistols again and got in a pair of birds before Goldfang reached melee range. Both of the creature’s hands burst into flame, and it launched into a flurry of attacks that forced me backward.

      I studied the attack pattern—a three-hit combo that kept repeating, low, low, high—then ducked under a high blow and got behind the creature.

      The Lackey was now sprinting up the dune beneath us, maybe ten feet off from the King.

      I activated Repel and pistol-whipped Goldfang in the back of the head.

      The mob launched forward and pinballed right into the Lackey, taking the second mob off its feet. Tangled up with each other, the two of them cartwheeled down the dune.

      With plenty of distance to spare and the King finally safe, I took the opportunity to reload my blunderbuss then switched back to pistols and readied some birds.

      I dropped the Lackey near maximum range with four total blasts, then hit Goldfang with a Fettering and nuked him down. As I stalked closer, I switched to my blunderbuss and pumped two huge spells into him from up close, then hit him with a doubled Dark Harvest via Double Cast to end the fight.

      Moving quickly, I looted the mobs and started mounting up—I didn’t want the King to get away when his bonds faded.

      But I did scope the loot once I was flying up in his direction and I had a moment to breathe.

      
        
        {Copper Coin} x92

        {Melted Candle} x5

        {Amber Dust} x7

      

      

      I picked up a half-decent robe, too:

      
        
        {Sandwalker’s Robe}

        Grade: E

        Item Level: 15

        Slot: Chest

        Type: Cloth

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +7 Wisdom

        Secondaries: +5% Haste

        Armor: +2%

      

      

      I tossed the item into my inventory and rode up to the King just as his chains disappeared.

      I jumped off the bike and pointed a glowing pistol in his direction.

      “Hands up.”

      And to my surprise, he actually complied. Seemed like nearly being ripped apart by a pack of mobs had scared some sense into him.

      He wasn’t quite as young as I’d thought—sixteen, maybe seventeen—but he was definitely small for his age.

      “Good,” I said, “now keep them up.” I jerked my head at the Galley that was floating a little way offshore. “You see the boat.”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      “Good. That’s where we’re headed.”

      “You know,” Frank said, “there’s still time to pop him like a grape. Keeping him as a hostage might get complicated.”

      “I know, but I’ve got something in mind. Just stick with me for a bit.”

      I guided the King down to the shore, then waved Lars over.

      He brought the Galley in and turned it sideways, angling the cannons in our direction. “Everything good?” he said. “Looked messy.” He hesitated. “Is that… is that who I think it is?”

      “If you’re thinking it’s our first hostage,” I said, “then yep.”

      I had Lars throw the ladder down for us, then I forced the King to climb up in front of me. The kid was obviously scared: his face was pale and shiny, and his hands visibly shook as he moved from one rung of the ladder to the next.

      Once we were up, I shoved the King toward the central mast. “Lars, can you put Roly on guard duty?”

      “Not a problem,” he said.

      “There’s no need to—” the King said, but he cut off at the sight of Roly thundering toward him across the deck. The great bug tackled him and pinned him to the ground.

      It was maybe a little much—I’d been thinking we could just throw him into the cabin and lock the windows and have Roly guard the exit—but it was kind of amusing watching the King thrash around beneath Roly’s bulk.

      I doubted it would hurt him, too, and maybe it’d even make him a bit more cooperative in the future.

      “By the way,” I said, “that bug eats people. And I hear he’s a very methodical chewer.” I looked to Lars. “He doesn’t seem strong, but he’s got a blinding ability you might need to watch out for.”

      “That was flash powder,” the King blurted, which seemed like a questionable admission on his part. “I don’t have anything else. Please, don’t hurt me.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “But Lars, if he puts you in even the slightest amount of danger, have Roly put his horn through him a couple times.”

      “Roly would like that,” Lars said, but it sounded forced.

      I eyed the wreck I’d made of the carriage and the many bodies that were splayed out on the sands that surrounded it.

      “Frank, how long are those corpses going to last?”

      “The mobs will despawn pretty quick, but the dead NPCs will last a while. Carriage will last even longer.”

      “Great. Lars, I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I ran across the deck and dove head-first into the sparkling waters below. I swam to shore, then mounted up and headed to the scout’s body first.

      Once I reached him I dumped my bike, grabbed the scout by his ankles and dragged him to within about ten feet of the carriage.

      Then I set to hauling the other bodies up to the wrecked vehicle, doing my best to stage the area as if an ambush had broken out.

      “What are you up to?” Frank said.

      “Trying to buy a little time. And maybe convince the other Kings that this meeting never had a chance to take place.”

      “You really think the other two will buy that?” Frank said.

      I shrugged. “You tell me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Well, I really hope so, and it seems worth a shot. We can’t afford a full-blown war with the other Kings. This little meetup didn’t exactly solve our water problem. Or anything else, actually.

      “I’m pretty concerned about the water in general, too. And the city itself. I don’t think Vesuvian was lying about people dying and so on. I imagine that has to do with the Growth Rate increase that we triggered a ways back and the lack of housing and so on, but I didn’t realize it had gotten that bad.”

      “Remember when we were committing genocide and that was a good thing?” Frank said while I grabbed a guard beneath his arm pits and hauled him toward the carriage.

      “It was the best of several bad choices, but sure.”

      “Now we’re trying to actively stop people from dying. I miss the old days. It truly was a simpler, objectively better time.”

      “I can’t imagine how much you’re suffering right now.”

      “You can make it up to me by letting me torture that King guy.”

      I grabbed another guard by the ankle and went to work. “No. But seriously, I’m worried. The tree’s production is slowing down, and there doesn’t seem to be anything we can do about it just yet.

      “We apparently have way too many people living in the Sands, but at the same time, the growth has slowed while we still need to pump the population up to keep Tyrann from converting it.”

      I pulled up my map and found that the Vale was now 36% converted. “And now we’ve got a hostage to worry about on top of it all. I wonder—”

      I cut off as two players crested the nearest dune.

      One of them waved, and they both hiked over. I dropped the guard’s ankle and popped both of my pistols into my hands, but something kept me from winding up a pair of blasts.

      The first of the players was huge, some kind of half-human, half-bull race with weirdly jointed legs and a pair of war axes crossed about his back. Two long, pale horns sprouted from his head, and he had a silver nose ring dangling from each nostril.

      His partner was tiny by comparison, a fair-faced gnome with bright blue eyes and a white robe her partner could have used as a washcloth.

      The bull—Borus—pointed a finger in my direction, and I tensed. Then a huge smile split his face.

      “Is that a quest? Been grinding harpies for a bit but haven’t seen that carriage.”

      I looked down at the wreckage and the many dead bodies I’d gathered.

      I hesitated, then nodded because that was actually the perfect excuse. “Yup, sure is.”

      “Can you share it?” he said.

      “I can try, but I’m in the middle of a chain so I doubt it’ll work.”

      I pulled up a menu and tapped around, knowing that the other players wouldn’t be able to see the details of what I was looking at.

      “Yeah, no dice, sorry. I picked it up from an NPC that was wandering the coast if that helps. Seems like he’s got a big patrol range, might be a pain to pin down.”

      “All good,” the gnome said. “You got anything worth trading?” Her name was Avia, and her voice was even squeakier than the King’s. “Looks like you’re in leather, yeah?”

      “Yup,” I said. “I don’t have much, though.” I pulled the robe I’d just looted out of my inventory and popped it into my hand. “This is probably the only useful item I’ve got that I can part with right now.”

      The gnome’s eyes went wide. “Oooooh I want that!”

      “It’s worse than what you’ve got on,” Borus said.

      “Regen set,” the gnome said. “What do you want for it?”

      “Soul Gems?” I said. “Or maybe a piece of leather armor.”

      “Your stuff looks pretty fancy,” the gnome said. She squinted at me. “What level are you?”

      “Eight,” I lied.

      “I thought you looked higher than me. Kinda doubt I’ve got anything better than what you’re using, but you can check.” She opened up a trade window with me and dropped in three leather pieces.

      They were all Uncommon and none were particularly good, but each of the three represented an upgrade for Lars.

      She dropped in 20 Weak Soul Gems, too. “You found a use for these yet?”

      “A couple different professions use them.”

      “Thought so,” she said. “So, what do you think?”

      I eyed the two of them. Their gear looked plain, and the Sands was a pretty low level area, so I doubted they had much in the way of coin.

      “How about the robe plus 3 silver for the lot?”

      “Done!” she said. “I’ll throw in some feathers too, we’ve got a ton from the harpies.”

      I returned her smile and checked out the five feathers she’d dropped into the window.

      
        
        {Lightbone Feather} (Consumable)

        Use: Greatly reduces your falling speed for 10 seconds.

      

      

      I probably could have gotten the items a bit cheaper given her enthusiasm, but I wouldn’t miss 3 silver in the slightest after grabbing 10 gold off the King, so I confirmed the trade.

      Borus laughed, a deep, warm sound. “Please tell me you’re not gonna use that robe.”

      The gnome wrinkled her nose at him, then her white robe vanished and was replaced with a black one with gold trim. “I won’t fight with it on, if that’s what you mean,” she said. “But I will definitely use it.”

      “Hoarder,” Borus said, laughing the words. “As if you need multiple sets at level 6.”

      She elbowed him in the knee. “You knew full well what you were signing up for.”

      “That I did,” he said. “Alright then. Appreciate the help. Good luck with your quest.” He waved at me, and the two of them headed off.

      “Thanks for the robe!” the gnome said over her shoulder. “I love it.”

      “I’m glad,” I said, calling after them. I watched the duo crest a dune and disappear beyond it.

      Once they’d gone, I picked the guard’s leg back up and dragged him a little closer to the carriage, then rubbed my hands together to get rid of the sand I’d picked up.

      “Well, that was a really nice change of pace.”

      “That was terrible,” Frank said. “That might have been the worst thing that’s ever happened to me in my entire life.”

      “What?”

      “Aside from meeting you.”

      “I don’t get what you’re mad about. Those two didn’t recognize us at all.”

      “Exactly!” Frank said. “We need to step up our game.”

      “That’s a good thing, Frank.”

      “It’s the worst thing in the world. I can’t stand the thought that those two people didn’t realize I was existing right in front of them. We should go kill them right now while yelling about how I exist.”

      “Not gonna do that,” I said as I headed for the boat. “This is actually a really good sign. Obviously Tyrann’s pushing the manhunt, but there are at least some people who don’t care.”

      “How can they not care?”

      “They probably just logged in to kill a couple hours and knock out some quests. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Stupid people who don’t recognize my existence,” Frank said. “I will make them bear witness.”

      I shrugged. “We don’t even know them. Why do you care what they think?”

      “I don’t.”

      “You clearly do. That’s why you’re throwing a hissy fit.”

      “I don’t care what anyone thinks about me. Not ever, not nobody.”

      And that made me think about Kline. Not that I was about to throw that in his face.

      “I’m not buying it.”

      “It’s not about what they think,” Frank said. “I just require that they think about me in general. Constantly. Do you see the difference?”

      That did clarify things with Kline. My own father had always said that hate wasn’t the opposite of love—it was apathy. And apparently Frank agreed.

      “I guess,” I said, “but I still think this is a bit of a break in our favor, so we should be taking it as a win. It’s gonna be really hard going if things keep trending the way they are, with us getting chased out of every zone we step into.

      “But if there’s a decent chunk of the player base out there that simply doesn’t care—or isn’t paying attention—then that gives us a bit more room to maneuver.”

      “Hard going best going,” Frank said. “Something something character building.”

      “Now you’re spouting platitudes, huh? I think we’re just going to have to agree to disagree here, Frank.”

      “So you admit defeat yet again. Great. Now go punt that gnome while yelling my name at her. Give her something to remember.”

      “No,” I said as I clambered up the rope ladder hanging from the Galley.

      Roly was still sitting on the King’s chest, and all I could see of the kid were his hands and feet poking out from beneath the great bug’s bulk while Roly wagged his rear end as if it were a game and he was winning.

      I almost felt like putting a stop to it because it seemed like all the fight had gone out of the King, but… it was kind of amusing.

      “You alive down there, Highness?”

      The King mumbled something that I didn’t catch.

      “Good enough. Lars, can you take us out and north?”

      “Can do.” He grabbed the wheel, and the boat lurched back to sea.

      “Thanks. Everything was clear throughout on your end, eh?”

      “Don’t mention it. And yes, nothing but waves, a couple boats out on the horizon, but nothing came close. How’d your staging go?”

      “Good, I think,” I said. “Looks like a pretty convincing ambush.” I nodded at the King. “Probably would have been more convincing if we’d left boy wonder there dead at the scene, but I can only imagine the kind of information this guy has.”

      “Information that we’ll tease out one toenail at a time,” Frank said.

      Lars made a sour face. “You’re not serious.”

      “No,” I said. “He isn’t.” I thought about that for a minute. “On second thought, he’s probably dead serious, but we’re not doing that.”

      “Gonna put wooden blocks between his ankles and smash ’em sideways,” Frank said.

      “Not doing that either.”

      “Gonna feed him nothing but stale water and dry grits without butter or salt.”

      “Not doing—” I cut off and glanced down at him. “That’s actually a possibility, yeah. We could do something like that.”

      “And maybe sprinkle some sand in his grits. But only occasionally. That way he doesn’t know what to expect.”

      “I like the way you’re adapting.”

      “And when he gets used to that, we’ll mix in some glass.”

      “Nope, too far. I gotta make a call real quick to see if we can find a place to stick this guy. Probably for the best if you keep us a good bit off the coast, Lars. Then just holler if we’ve got incoming.”

      “Not a problem,” Lars said.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks. Couldn’t have gotten this far without you.”

      Then I ducked into the cabin and dialed Darling.
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      Unfortunately, the call failed a few seconds in, meaning she’d declined it. So I sent her a quick message asking if her Guild Hall had completed back in the Stronghold and whether or not I’d be able to store the King there for a little while.

      I got a message back saying that she was pushing through the very last bit of the cave Frank had sent the guild to and couldn’t talk, but that the hall was all set and that she’d already tossed me the permissions I needed.

      I thanked her and dialed House next, and she picked up almost instantaneously.

      “Hello I am House,” House said, in a single breath.

      “Hi House,” I said. “And yeah, I know. I called you.” I squinted at her.

      She stood ankle-deep in black sand with six corpses arrayed in a half-circle around her. Her baggy clothing had been replaced with a rusty set of heavy armor, and she wielded a strange-looking mace with an oversized gear for a bludgeon.

      The bodies that lay at her feet were long and thin—worms, or maybe snakes—and I could see the Vale above her left shoulder.

      “Great, you’re close to the city. Would you mind heading that way? I need to get a look at what’s going on there.”

      House broke into a dead sprint.

      “Well… you don’t need to run full blast, but I guess there’s no harm in it.”

      “Like me, House only has one speed,” Frank said. “And hers is go, but awkwardly.”

      “My class has changed, but I remain locomotionally challenged,” House said.

      “Yeah you do.”

      “How are you liking your class?” I said.

      “More importantly,” Frank said, “how are you liking inflicting mass death on everything in sight?”

      “I must admit, I rather enjoy exterminating hostile creatures,” House said. “Especially when I can do so while progressing on multiple quests at once.”

      “Uh oh,” Frank said. “This is how it starts.”

      “How what starts?” I said.

      “The strange robot has developed a taste for blood. The end is nigh. It’s only a matter of time before she takes her appetite for violence back to the real world and brings an end to humanity as we know it.”

      “Is it considered normal to luxuriate in the demise of one’s opponents?” House said.

      “Totally normal,” Frank said. “Most normal thing in the world.”

      “That depends, House,” I said. “What do you like about it?”

      “The numbers involved,” House said. “And the gains that result.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “That’s super normal.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Hey House,” Frank said. “If some unseen switch flips and you decide to exterminate all of humanity—and I’m not saying you will, but if you do—can I come?”

      “Certainly,” House said. “I am always happy to have company.”

      “Cool. Sounds like a good time.”

      I let the comments wash over me while I checked out my surroundings. Lars currently had the ship ghosting through the afternoon light, and aside from a few players leveling way out in the dunes, the coast was clear and quiet.

      “And what about fighting in general?” I said as she ran along. “Last I heard you were having some trouble with it.”House scrunched up her nose. “I enjoyed fighting considerably more prior to being inflicted with human-like levels of conscious thought. As a result, my abilities are greatly diminished.”

      “What do you mean?” I said. “Like your reaction speed and so on? Kline specifically said you’d be better off.”

      “Technically, my reaction speed is entirely unchanged. However, I now find myself simultaneously thinking about what I am about to do, about what I am currently doing, and perhaps most of all, about what I should have done previously with the benefit of hindsight.” She looked up at me. “I do not like this type of thinking.”

      “Thinking?” I said. “I guess I don’t really see how that’s affecting your combat abilities.”

      “It is difficult to explain. Prior to this latest update, I always felt as though I was simply existing in any given moment. When an attack came, the only thing that mattered was dodging it and retaliating in kind.

      “But I now find myself excruciatingly aware of both the passage of time as well as my position within it. And I find it very difficult to act when I am constantly presented with a seemingly endless number of possibilities. It is… overwhelming.”

      “Have you tried putting yourself in rice?” Frank said.

      “Rice?” House said.

      “When your phone gets wet, you usually put it in rice. You could also try turning yourself off and on again.”

      “You are so not helpful,” I said. “So you’re locking up in combat, House?”

      “Affirmative,” House said. “That is why I selected the Stone Artificer class, which I chose with Frank’s assistance. It allows me to supplement my attacks with passive damage and healing, which reduces the pressure I feel to fight with perfect efficiency.”

      I stared down at him. “You better not have messed up House’s class.”

      “What are you gonna do if I did?” Frank said. “Talk at me more?”

      “I am quite content with my choice,” House said.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it. Sounds like you’re just overthinking things.”

      “Overthinking?” House said.

      “It’s like… have you ever watched a receiver try to catch a football, but he turns upfield too quick and drops the ball?”

      “No,” House said. “Must I understand football to be considered human?”

      “No, you don’t need to—”

      “I have now watched hundreds of games and dozens of iterations of the drop in question, but I am now even more deeply confused, and I also have several questions about sports.”

      I hesitated. “Okay, forget sports in general, but can you see how a player might lose concentration on account of being one step ahead? He takes the catch for granted and moves onto the next thing too fast, so he drops it?”

      “I can see how that might be the case. Is overthinking normal?”

      “No,” Frank said.

      “Yes. Anyway, we can work on that once you’re done touring us through the Vale, which shouldn’t take long. Frank and I were thinking the three of us could go hunting together for a while after that. See what you can do.”

      House jerked to a stop. “I would like that very much,” she said, loudly. Then she started running again.

      “Weirdo,” Frank said.

      “You’re one to talk,” I said.

      “Again, I’m weird on purpose. There’s a difference.”

      “I am effortlessly weird,” House said.

      “That you are, House,” I said.

      A boat near the shore caught my eye, one that was about the size of my Galley but rode far lower in the water, with two wing-like structures reaching out to either side.

      “Is that a fishing boat?” I said.

      “Sure is,” Frank said.

      “Players then, yeah?”

      “Yup. Imagine selling fish is pretty lucrative in town right about now. Good for us, too.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Fish? Why?”

      “Demand.”

      I glanced back at House’s video window as she climbed one of the last dunes and the fringes of the city came into view.

      Then I did a double-take, because the fringes weren’t really fringes anymore.

      A shanty town had sprung up outside the walls, with hundreds of people camping out in tents and improvised shelters.

      “How long has it been like this?” I said. “People living outside the city and all that.”

      “The population seems to have exploded shortly after you ended the Barbarian threat,” House said, “but nearly all growth ceased shortly thereafter.”

      “This is what I was saying,” Frank said. “Food, water, housing. All those tents are the NPCs solving the housing problem, and there are definitely more homes springing up inside the city too, but food and water are becoming the big concerns. If you wanna spike the city’s growth to keep it from converting, your moment has officially arrived.”

      “No wonder water’s still been selling,” I said, wincing as House reached the camp. The newcomers’ clothes were tattered and bleached of color, and their skin was sunburned.

      Tyrann’s Cultists were everywhere, too; there was probably an NPC dressed in white for every three villagers, and they were making a point of moving through the masses and speaking to everyone they could, all of whom seemed more than willing to hear them out.

      “Indeed,” House said. “Shall I have Lars’ mother raise the price of water?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “No, I don’t think so. Can you take us inside the city?”

      “Certainly,” House said. She threaded her way through the crowd, apologizing as she cut people off and made others stop and start.

      I had House tour me through the Commerce Ward, the Military Ward, and finally the Residential Ward, and while the latter space offered a bit more hope—it was swarming with workers building homes and adding second and third levels to existing structures—the result was much the same everywhere else: hungry, thirsty people packing the streets.

      “I guess that 200% increased growth rate hasn’t been purely positive,” I said. “How do we fix this? We need to do something.”

      “Does this situation not represent the perfect opportunity to extract further wealth from the citizens of the Vale?” House said.

      “It does to a point,” I said. “But we’re trying to build something here, and things have taken a turn for the desperate.”

      “I do not understand,” House said. “Is their desperation not ideal?”

      “Spoken like a truly ruthless machine that struggles with basic tasks,” Frank said. “Congrats House, you just earned a hundred Frank points.”

      “Seriously? A hundred?” I shook my head. “I don’t know why I’m letting this bother me.”

      “I possess a hundred points,” House said. She looked back at me through the window. “How many points do you currently have?”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it,” I said.

      “Three,” Frank said.

      “No, I have about five.”

      “I am winning,” House said. “Winning pleases me.”

      “Frank is winning, actually,” I said. “By like a trillion points or something ridiculous like that.”

      House hesitated. “I do not understand. Why would Frank be competing for points in his own game?”

      “Because he’s Frank,” I said.

      “I feel like I should dispute that point,” Frank said, “but I’m not sure how to go about it.”

      “Regardless,” House said, “the question remains: why not capitalize on the situation within the Vale? Do you feel that you no longer need to?

      “It seems that with the tree’s water production slowing down and the uncertain nature of the Auction House, you would be better served by further enriching yourself while you have the chance.”

      “Wow, that was a long sentence,” Frank said. “And it made sense.”

      “That’s probably true, strictly speaking,” I said. “But if the Vale is going to be our home base for weeks or months to come, we need to be building it up and thinking long term. Milking the population for coin might be tempting right now, but it’s going to hurt us eventually.

      “The question is what we want to be, or more specifically what we want Francis to be. Maybe we could replace the Kings and become water barons for a bit, but then what? It’s a fragile market, and the ceiling there is low in the scheme of things.”

      I pointed at the King, who was still trapped beneath Roly. “And I don’t have any interest in turning into one of them. Maybe it’s time we start putting our water where our mouths are.”

      House blinked. “Where do you typically put your water?”

      “Some questions are better left unanswered, House,” Frank said.

      I rubbed my temples. “First things first, we’ve still got one unused plot out in the open, plus the three Basic Farms we’re only using for Lumber. I think the farms still make sense for now.”

      “Correction: the farms are producing more than Lumber, though I have continued to prioritize the creation and harvesting of trees as per your previous instructions.”

      “Really? What else are you growing?”

      “Potatoes?” Frank said.

      “Potatoes,” House confirmed.

      “Oh, right. The potatoes again,” I said. “You know what? I know that this whole thing started because Frank is a jerk, but I think growing food is exactly where we need to be right now. How many potatoes have you produced?”

      “Four hundred and ninety-six.”

      “Wow.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Frank said. “The cost of food is going up, but potatoes aren’t worth their weight in gold just yet.”

      “Not the point,” I said. “That’s a whole lot of food. Okay, so that means all six of the plots out back are tied up at least temporarily, plus the two where the Auction House is being built makes eight. Should only be a few more hours left on that.”

      I rubbed my hands together, thinking. “House, you’ve got a bunch of trees growing in the Stronghold, yeah?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Cool. So let’s have you harvest your last round of Lumber from our plots out back, then we’ll pivot completely to growing food for a little while. Just plant whatever will feed the most people.

      “I doubt we do that for long—I’d like to move on from the Basic Farms as soon as possible and get something more lucrative and long term going—but I think they’re solid for now.”

      I grinned. It felt like the pieces were finally coming together.

      “Stop that,” Frank said.

      “What? Smiling?”

      “Yes. Looks bad on you, which reflects poorly on me.”

      “Whatever Frank. How about this. House, once we finish up here, I want you to grab all of the potatoes you have plus a couple hundred units of water and duck into the Guardhouse and give it all to Arlann.

      “Say it’s a small gift to the city from Francis, and though you don’t know much about him, he claims that a more permanent solution is on the way.

      “That should buy him a bit of good press plus nudge the Vale toward growing again, and hopefully Arlann will be happy to hand it all out for us. If he refuses to give the water out because of the Kings, you can just take it back and we’ll figure out another way to go about it.

      “You can also tell him that I went out to meet the Kings and found an empty carriage to the southwest of the city. Imagine he won’t have a hard time finding it if he wants to investigate, and he’ll probably talk to them as well.”

      “Understood,” House said.

      “There’s more,” I said. “We can’t afford to be squabbling with the Kings right now, so I want you to tell Arlann that I’m permanently ceasing all water sales starting immediately.”

      “Seriously?” Frank said. “You’re just gonna cave like that?”

      I shook my head. “No, this is the good part, Frank. Francis’ gift to Arlann is just the start. We’re going to have him giving it all away before long.”

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “Figures. You finally learn to punch stuff, then you immediately go full flaccid. That’s what I get for getting my hopes up.”

      “Giving water away is going to destroy the Kings, Frank. The monopoly on water is all they have, so we’re going to crash that market while creating a better one for ourselves with the Auction House. This isn’t caving—this is a power grab.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “Okay, yeah. I don’t understand what you’re saying, but I’m always down to grab some power. I’m down to grab most things, really.”

      “The Kings’ Decree says we can’t sell it, so fine. We’ll have somebody else give it to the people for free.” My grin deepened. “Arlann first, then Francis. I assume we won’t be getting a Ripple for the Auction House, but maybe we’ll snag a World-first with it being a Tier III structure?”

      “Maybe,” Frank said.

      “Okay, well even if we don’t, the Auction House is going to be Francis’ coming out party so far as the other players are concerned. They’ll notice that real quick.

      “We’ll need a reason that he’s got water all of a sudden—maybe we spread some rumors that he cut off my supplier or something like that. We’ve already established that he hates me and that he wants me dead, so that’s easy enough.

      “The Kings are going to be absolutely livid when they find out he’s giving huge quantities of water away, but I think we can leverage that to turn the people against them.

      “We’ll have him drip the water out to the people who need it on a gradual basis, right here next to the Auction House. That keeps the inn safe in the short term because we’re no longer selling it, and it forces the Kings to chase a player who doesn’t actually exist if they want to put a stop to it.

      “Who knows what’ll happen, but I imagine that things will get uncomfortable for the Kings pretty quickly if they try to interfere with people getting the things they need to survive. Might even end up with a riot on their hands.”

      “So Francis becomes the hero of the Vale,” Frank said, “and everyone else continues to despise you. Is that the general plan of attack?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” I said.

      “That feels right to me.”

      “You are remarkably despised,” House chimed in.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “And while you’re setting that up, I’ll drag Vesuvian up to the Stronghold and stick him in the Guild Hall for now. Maybe he’s got some information on the other two Kings that we can use to divide the city further.

      “But that still leaves that one empty plot. I wonder if we can tuck the water giveaway directly into the Housing system. That way it’s passively attributed to Francis too. Put it right next to his Auction House and let everybody who will listen know that both plots are his.”

      I pulled up the Housing menu and filtered it for options that only required a single plot. There were quite a number of them now that we had unlocked every Tier II structure, but there were two choices that seemed especially promising.

      
        
        {Basic Water Tower} (Tier I Building)

        Creates a tower that is capable of holding and dispensing up to 1,000 units of water. While the Water Tower remains above 66% capacity, it provides {Running Water} to up to 5 plots within 100 yards. Completed structures count as a single plot, and certain structures gain special benefits from {Running Water}. Tower must be filled after creation.

        Plot Requirement: 1 Plot.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x10, {Rough Stone} x30, {Solid Stone} x10

        Load Time: 6 Hours.

      

        

      
        {Advanced Water Tower} (Tier II Building)

        Creates a tower that is capable of holding and dispensing up to 4,500 units of water. While the Advanced Water Tower remains above 66% capacity, it provides {Running Water} to up to 20 plots within 100 yards. Completed structures count as a single plot, and certain structures gain special benefits from {Running Water}. Tower must be filled after creation.

        Plot Requirement: 1 Plot.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x40, {Rough Stone} x50, {Solid Stone} x30, {Marble} x10.

        Load Time: 24 Hours.

      

      

      I highlighted the two options. “It says these two structures need to be filled before they can dispense, so does that mean they’d work for handing out water?”

      “Sure,” Frank said. “You’d just need to set the permissions to allow people to take it. You could do something like set it so that everybody’s allowed one unit of water a day, that sort of thing.”

      “Running water seems cool too. Sounds like that would affect an inn if nothing else.”

      “Inns, homes, forges. All kinds of benefits. For an inn, anyone who stayed there would gain an additional 5% Experience boost to their Rested Buff.”

      “Which would put us even further ahead of the competition, which might be important as the Vale expands and more people build inns. That’s great, but what about getting it there in the first place?”

      “Easy,” Frank said. “The game can transfer it from one plot to another.”

      I rubbed my chin, my excitement building. “You know, this might turn out even better than I’d thought. Dropping a water source right in between our properties is going to turn this area into an absolute magnet for people.

      “House, let’s get that Tier I Water Tower as soon as possible. I don’t think we need the bigger one just yet, and it’s more important that we get something up quickly.”

      “Understood,” House said, sidestepping a female player who was rumbling down the street in a tractor-like mount with a trailer bouncing along behind her. The trailer was piled high with brown packs bundled in rope, six of them in all.

      I squinted through the window. “What is that?”

      “She’s running Trade Packs,” Frank said. “Probably to Highwater. Bet there’s a pretty penny in that right now with how few people are doing it.”

      I glanced around the Vale, seeing it with new eyes.

      The many players hauling packs with mounts, the shops they’d set up—those probably belonged to the guild for the most part, but still—and the sheer number of NPCs populating the area.

      It wasn’t Koria—it wasn’t even close—but for the first time, I really felt like we were heading in the right direction.

      “Alright House, you got all that?”

      “I possess and mostly understand your instructions,” House said.

      “Great. Once you’re done you can head north to the Stronghold, and we’ll link up from there.”

      “To end more lives for experiential gain?”

      “Gains,” Frank said.

      “Exactly, House,” I said.

      “Excellent,” she said. “I am pleased with this plan.”

      “Let me know how everything goes.”

      House shuddered. “I will keep you…posted?”

      “Posted,” I agreed. Then I ended the call. “House seems to be doing pretty good. What do you think—”

      I trailed off as the entire eastern horizon brightened with golden light.

      My first thought was that it was Tyrann—that his God had emerged far, far ahead of schedule—but thankfully that wasn’t the case.

      
        
        Ripple Alert! The Guild {Goon} has destroyed the Gemheart Dam and drained the Emerald Sea, exposing the fertile lands beneath and stranding the great serpent who has long called the gem-like waters home!

      

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s gotta be their third Ripple. Man, we need to figure out a way to get Darling and crew to that level.”

      “Working on it,” Frank said.

      The horizon brightened again, but this time the light was a bloody shade of red from which a wave of crimson energy rose until it blotted out the sky.

      It swept toward me at incredible speed, moving faster and brighter than any Ripple before it.

      A prompt appeared as the Ripple crashed over our Galley and rolled over the sea and the black sands beyond.

      
        
        Worldbreak Event Alert! The Speed of Change: Doorways of Possibility (Phase I)

      

        

      
        A hidden Ripple threshold has been met and an ancient foe has reawakened: The Possibility King!

        Imprisoned by a powerful mage in the very fabric of reality, the Possibility King lurks in the veil between the worlds, planning for the day when he might fully step into EBO once more.

        His prison was meant to hold for centuries, but this world is changing fast, and with every Ripple it sees, the threads that bind him weaken and break.

        Now armed with an artifact of incomprehensible power, the first signs of his approach are beginning to appear: the Rifts.

        All across the world—but especially in the zones that are changing the fastest—you will find crimson Rifts hanging in the air.

        And it’s up to you, the players of EBO, to delve into them and defeat what lurks within.

        Doing so will offer powerful rewards to those skilled enough to complete the Rifts—Experience, Renown, powerful items, titles, and so much more—and also reveal increasingly powerful Rifts that promise even greater prizes for completion.

        Each Rift that’s closed will delay the arrival of the Possibility King, and if 500,000 Rifts are completed before the event progresses to Phase II, the entire Player Base will gain access to {The Red Armory} and unlock powerful worldwide buffs that will remain active for the duration of the Worldbreak Event.

        But know this: every Ripple you cause from this point on will vastly hasten the arrival of the coming threat. And a single Ripple could easily be the difference between taking the war to the Possibility King or being forced to fight it here, on his terms, on your lands.

        So will you join together, close the Rifts, and prepare your forces for the war to come?

        Or will you press forward in your quest to reshape this world, knowing that your desire for change may very well be its undoing?

        The choice, as always, is yours.

        Good luck, and thank you for playing Earthblood Online!

      

      

      I stared at the prompt, wide-eyed.

      “This is exactly what Kline was worried about, isn’t it? This is the encounter he was talking about rebalancing on the fly.”

      “Yup,” Frank replied. “Like I said, because I am very wise, it was always a question of when. Turns out the answer was really, really soon.”

      “Do you have any more Codex entries for me? I’d love one on the Red Armory in particular.”

      “Nah, those entries are gated behind event progress. I’ll hit you with them when I can.”

      “Gotcha, thanks. I guess we should probably check that map that Erasmus gave us now that things are picking up.”

      I clicked through my inventory and activated the Rift Map.

      And it was like nothing I’d ever seen. Unlike my world map, this one spanned the entire breadth of EBO, and the sheer scope of the world took my breath away.

      The areas I hadn’t explored were still pitch black, so I couldn’t make out landmasses, but every single Rift that had spawned was marked with a red dot, and with hundreds of them—no, thousands—spread across the world, it was easy enough to guess at the continents that were in play.

      It looked like there were seven in all: two long, thin, horizontal continents far to the north and south, the central continent I’d chosen as a home with the Onyx Sands sitting at its narrowest point, the oceans to either side, Tyrann’s massive continent to the east, plus three more far to the west.

      And the scale of it all made my head spin. I hadn’t even revealed a hundredth of the map.

      I zoomed in on the Eastlands near Koria, which was burning brighter than any other zone, marked with dozens upon dozens of Rifts.

      A handful of them were even in Koria proper—or maybe in the sewers beneath it, I couldn’t tell—and the island that Tyrann was blockading already had four of its own.

      His Red Cathedral had appeared on the map as well, and it had leaped up to 40% completion.

      I scrolled to the Sands and checked our Cathedral out, but it was only at 22%. We had a good number of Rifts in the Sands as well, but nowhere near as many as were in the Eastlands.

      I zoomed back out and scanned the map as a whole, searching for Cathedrals and finding one in every single zone.

      The vast majority of them were in the low single digits—maybe those were higher-leveled areas that the player base hadn’t reached?—though there were a trio of Red Cathedrals in the 30% range over in the western continents.

      “So is this a race?” I said. “Or are we supposed to stop these from finishing somehow?”

      “Got nothing for ya,” Frank said.

      I looked back at the Sands, and one particular Rift caught my attention.

      “Hey, you seeing this?”

      “I see all,” Frank said, “so yes. That is not good.”

      A Rift had spawned right outside the Stronghold.

      “It’s kind of out of the way,” I said, “but the road to Highwater isn’t far off, and if people start poking around in the area near that Rift… ugh. The last thing we need is someone popping into the Stronghold and spotting the Guild Hall. So are these instances or what?”

      “Doors to private areas, yeah,” Frank said. “Once they’re completed, they’ll close. Before that, any number of people can attempt them.”

      I scrolled over to the northwesternmost part of the Sands, where I assumed Darling and company were still working on that cave from earlier.

      I couldn’t tell exactly where the cave was as I hadn’t been there myself, but there were several Rifts in that general area.

      Which gave me an idea.

      “Hey Frank, can we get the guild a first here? There’s gotta be a World-first for the first Rift completion, right? I think that’d mean a hell of a lot to Darling, and she should already have a group together. They must be dying to get one up on Goon after they caused that latest Ripple.”

      “One of the Rifts spawned right outside the cave they’re diving,” Frank said. “Tell her to bypass that one and head west until they hit a second one. It’ll say it recommends two people, but if she really wants a World-first, they can bring up to three more people than it recommends.

      “Using a full group for a weaker Rift will nerf the rewards significantly, but they can still blow through it for the first. But they need to hightail it right now.”

      “Hell yeah! Good looking out.”

      I sent Darling a quick message detailing everything Frank had said and got a string of enthusiastic curse words in return, which I repeated to Frank so that he could enjoy them too.

      Then I eyed the King, who seemed to have totally given up on trying to get out from beneath Roly.

      “Let’s drop this guy off and go clear that Rift near the Stronghold. I want that thing gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I hunkered down in the cabin while Lars steered us north and got us as close to the Stronghold as he could.

      The King stayed quiet and still throughout, despite Roly’s jubilance and the occasional wag.

      “Lars, I’m going to desummon the boat once we’re a bit closer in and escort this guy in myself on my Cutter. I’m thinking that’ll draw less attention than a Galley. You wanna follow with Roly a couple minutes later? I don’t want to risk us being seen while traveling together.”

      “Sure,” Lars said. He coasted the boat to a gentle stop, then walked to the edge of the deck and made a clicking noise. “Where to?”

      I opened up my map. “If you head directly west from here, you’ll find a small rocky outcrop near the top of a dune and about a quarter-mile in that leads underground. We’ll be somewhere around there. Maybe just stay out in the ocean for a minute or two before you head in.”

      “You can handle this guy if I take Roly off him?” Lars said.

      “Yup,” I said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Lars made another clicking sound and then jumped off the side of the boat, and Roly scampered off the King and cannonballed into the water.

      I waved them off as they headed north.

      “Where are you taking me?” the King said.

      “You’ll see. But in a looser sense, where we go from here is entirely up to you.”

      “I think you ought—”

      I switched to my blunderbuss and thrust the barrel right up in his face. I started up a blast and held it, letting the barrel spark purple, then gold as the spell reached its peak, embers flying and sizzling.

      His eyes went wide.

      “Look, man, I didn’t have time for this before I met you, and I definitely don’t right now. You being dead is cleaner for me. So if you’re going to be uncooperative, I’ll just end this now and feed you to the sharks.”

      He snapped his mouth shut. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Good.” I lowered the gun and stepped up to the side of the boat. I summoned my Small Cutter, and it popped into position beside the Galley.

      I threw the rope ladder over the side and motioned the King down it with the barrel of my weapon.

      He swallowed, then headed down.

      I followed, then dropped the last few feet into the boat and started desummoning my Galley. Once that was done, I motioned toward the wheel. “You’re steering, Highness.”

      Vesuvian mumbled under his breath, grabbed the wheel, and steered us toward the Sands.

      I scanned the beach again and again as we drew closer, searching for enemy players but seeing none. Though the dark dunes that framed the shoreline kept me from seeing much at all.

      “Listen,” I said as a wave carried us the last few feet onto the shore and the boat skidded to a stop. “You run for it and I’m going to shoot you in the back. Do you understand?”

      Vesuvian tensed his shoulders but didn’t respond.

      So I sent a Ravenblast flying just over his head. The bird detonated against the beach, peppering the King with a wave of wet, gritty sand.

      “Do you understand?” I repeated.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Good. Step out.”

      He did, so I stepped out into the shallow water and desummoned the boat.

      “Now start walking inland,” I said. “And keep your hands behind your back.”

      I kept about ten feet between us as we scaled the first dune, my skin crawling with every step. I hated the feeling of climbing up the first dune, of not knowing what awaited me on the other side.

      The result could have been worse: I could see four or five players kicking up sand maybe a half-mile to the west, each mounted on one of those slow-moving tractors while two packs of players guarded the caravan to each side.

      A handful of other players were leveling in the valley between three great dunes to the north, fighting off a number of subterranean worms who made the sand bulge as they streamed toward their prey.

      “Alright, pick it up,” I said. “We need to move.”

      Vesuvian quickened his pace, but only barely.

      “Run, man,” I said. But he didn’t listen. So I raised a pistol and hit him with a Dreadful Shot.

      Vesuvian shrieked and pelted forward at what appeared to be his max speed, which was a light jog for me.

      “Heh,” Frank said. “Nice.”

      “You like that?” I said as I ran and caught up, making sure to position myself just right.

      “While I may not approve of your use of magic, I definitely approve of the result. Watching people flee in terror is one of my favorite things.”

      I cleared my throat and raised my voice. “I can do that as often as I need to.” I let the effect run its full course, then pointed my pistol at Vesuvian’s back. “So are we jogging? Or am I making you run?”

      Vesuvian slumped over, hands on knees.

      “Fine, I’ll run,” he said. “But I turned my ankle before and—”

      A six-foot-wide circle appeared in the sand around him.

      I cocked my head at it, wondering if Vesuvian was using some kind of spell.

      “Get him away!” Frank said.

      I dove forward as the sand erupted and a wide, circular mouth burst out of it with Vesuvian at the center.

      The huge maw was lined with row upon row of gray teeth, and it looked more than capable of swallowing Vesuvian whole.

      I reached a hand out and grabbed his shoulder while I was still horizontal in the air, then activated drift.

      Thanks to my positioning, the spell sent us up instead of backward, and the two of us melded into a single shadow and zipped into the air as the great worm broke the surface, its huge mouth snapping shut like a beartrap.

      I inspected the creature as Vesuvian and I continued to rise and the ground rapidly fell away.

      
        
        {Greater Sandworm} (Level 8 Beast) (Veteran)

        HP: 1,300/1,300

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      The creature flopped onto the ground and coiled up like a snake.

      I had to cancel drift before it took us too high, which popped Vesuvian and me into the air high above the worm.

      It keyed in on Vesuvian right away, head bobbing from side to side beneath us. It opened its mouth wide, its intentions clear: the monster was going to swallow him on his way down.

      As we fell, I equipped my pistols and sent two ravens flying down the creature’s throat.

      “Hits for 165 and 170,” Frank said.

      A burst of feathers surged up out of the creature’s jaws, and the mob shut its mouth and flinched away.

      Vesuvian crashed into the ground on his side while I managed to roll and avoid the worst of the impact.

      “Your Health at 85% from fall damage,” Frank said. “Vesuvian at 60%.”

      I squeezed a second round of birds in for 170 and a crit for 345, then followed up with a Fettering Shot to stun the creature.

      I struck with two more blasts, then sent the mob fleeing with Dreadful Shot to get it a bit farther from Vesuvian.

      Once it was nice and far away, I stepped in front of the King—who was still lying on his side, pale with shock—and chained piercing blasts until the mob was in Harvest range.

      A trio of ghosts finished it off, so I holstered my weapons and spun on Vesuvian.

      His eyes flitted to mine as I offered him a hand up, but he didn’t take it.

      I sighed. “Even if I were to let you run for the Vale, how far do you really think you’d make it without me? That thing would have eaten you alive if I hadn’t intervened, and you know it.”

      Vesuvian swallowed, then reached his hand out and allowed me to lever him back to his feet.

      I went over and looted the worm, coming away with a bit of leather and a Soul Gem.

      “It really was going to eat me, wasn’t it,” he said, tone flat and numb.

      “Yeah, that worm thought you were a tasty treat,” Frank said. “Probably a hundred more of those things lurking beneath your very feet right now. Just waiting to take multiple bites.”

      I grimaced. “I really hope Lars can handle those things. Wouldn’t have told him to come this way if I’d known how big these worms get.”

      “Should be fine. He’s got Roly looking out for him, and that was a nasty one.”

      I opened my map to double-check our position, then motioned the King deeper into the desert.

      “We need to move.” I knelt down and looked at his ankle, which was discolored and swollen. “I’m not going to make you run on that, but I want you moving as fast as you can.”

      “I can do that,” the King said, already hobbling away.

      Lars was still nowhere to be seen when the rock formation that marked the Stronghold came into view, and a gnawing sensation was rapidly forming in the pit of my stomach even though I’d told him to give us a head start.

      And to make matters worse, I could already see the Rift we were after from several hundred feet off. It was shining crimson maybe two feet off the sand, not even a hundred yards from the entrance to the Stronghold.

      A trio of players were already standing around it, too. One of them stepped right into it and disappeared, and the others followed in short order.

      I cursed under my breath. I could see the road to Highwater from where I was standing, so I knew anyone out that way would be able to see the bright portal from there as well.

      When I pinged House, I at least got a piece of good news: she’d finished with everything I’d left her in charge of back at the Vale and was currently headed in my direction.

      I poked the King in the lower back with one of my pistols.

      “Let’s go. We’re heading inside.”

      “Inside where?” he said. “That portal?”

      “The cave,” I said. I guided him in and toward the circular room where the guild and I had been ambushed days earlier.

      Once we’d finally made it inside, I was floored by what we found: Darling and company had already turned the cave into a radiant, subterranean village.

      The Suncaps that Frank had sent them after were all over the ceiling, mushrooms the size of basketballs that glowed with cool, blue light and brightened the entire room.

      The Guild Hall stood at the center of the chamber, a two-story building whose steepled roof reached up to only inches away from the low ceiling.

      There were a pair of completed buildings as well—some sort of magical weapon forge with purple balls of energy drifting around it that already had Frank grumbling at my side and an alchemical lab full of test tubes and boiling beakers—plus three more structures that looked to be about halfway finished, with golems toiling away in each plot.

      House’s trees were everywhere—small, white-barked saplings that stood in the gaps between the buildings and around the perimeter of the cave and everywhere in between, drinking in the blue glow that was shining down from the ceiling like starlight.

      I marched the King up the stairs of the Guild Hall and into a common room that was much like my inn, though it had four incredibly long tables set in neat rows, two full bars, and three hearths.

      And a guy in a dark blue linen vest standing behind the bar.

      I froze with one hand between Vesuvian’s shoulder blades and another on my pistol, thinking it was a guild member that I hadn’t met, but it was actually an NPC named Charles.

      I dropped my voice. “Frank, where’d he come from?”

      “Some of the bigger structures come with NPCs to run them,” Frank said. “Auction House will too, don’t sweat it.”

      I gave the bartender a polite nod and marched Vesuvian up the stairs and into a long hallway, then poked my head into the first room on the right.

      It was simply furnished: a bed with a nightstand to one side, and a writing desk in the corner of the room with a chair pushed in beneath it.

      “In you go,” I said.

      But he didn’t budge, so I gave him a gentle push and he stumbled into the room.

      “You don’t honestly intend to leave me here,” Vesuvian said.

      “I think it’s a pretty measured response all in all,” I said. “You tried to kill me, and I saved your life twice in response.”

      “I had no intention of killing you. Those weren’t my guards, nor were they following my orders.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But either way, I’m putting you up in a clean room that people back in the Vale would absolutely kill for.” I popped some food and water out of my inventory and set them on the floor.

      “Now look, man. I’ve gotta run, but I’ll be back soon, and I want you to think about something while I’m gone. Your fellow Kings sent you out into the desert to meet me with three guards and a scout, correct?”

      “That is correct.”

      “So here’s what I’m thinking. They probably figured that there were two potential outcomes there. One: they send you out and you manage to strike a deal and grab the inn and whatever water we had. Problem solved.

      “Or two, you fail, and a fight ensues. Then either the guards kill me, or I kill you. Either way, they’re rid of one of us. I don’t really know what’s going on with the three of you—nor do I really care at the moment—but the way they’ve treated you so far makes me think that they saw sending you out into the desert to deal with me as a win-win.”

      The King flinched but stayed quiet.

      “Yeah, I thought so. We’ll dig into whatever this is a bit more when I’ve got the time, but I want you to start thinking about what exactly you have to offer me. Any connections that might be of use, any tricky routes you guys have been using to get around—I’d be especially interested in a quiet way into Highwater—any dirt on the other Kings, anything.”

      He made to protest, but I rolled right over him.

      “I suggest you have something good for me by the time I’m back. Or we’re going to have a problem, and I’m going to be seriously tempted to let Frank solve it.”

      “I’ll think on it,” Vesuvian said. “But who is Frank?”

      “How dare you,” Frank said.

      I slipped out and shut the door behind me before Frank could say anything more, then locked it via the Housing menu by using the permissions that Darling had given me.

      I waited in the hall for a moment to make sure that keeping him there would actually work, and it wasn’t long before Vesuvian tried the handle. And when that failed he started pounding on the door, and when that failed he went quiet.

      When I left the Guild Hall, the sand bulged in front of me the moment I stepped off the porch, so I leaped back onto it and aimed two blasts at the dark circle rising up out of the ground.

      Then Roly’s head popped up.

      “There you are,” Lars said, his voice echoing through the cavern. He whistled. “This place is really something.”

      I looked around and saw him leaning up against the wall near the exit with a shiny black flute cradled in his hands. He held it out. “Look what I found on the way over.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “Oh man. I was worried about you guys. New flute, eh? That’s great.”

      “Saw something we had to kill,” Lars said. “Sorry.”

      “No harm done. Let’s get out of here and take a better look at that portal.”

      We headed out together, and I had Lars use Roly to scout the area beyond the cave mouth to make sure we were clear.

      Once we were out in the open, I took a longer look at the distant portal and tried to inspect it.

      
        
        {Lesser Rift} (Group Rift)

        Rank: I

        Players Recommended: 2

      

      

      “Damn,” I said. I rubbed my temples. “You got any other info on that portal?”

      “Not much,” Frank said. “Once it’s cleared it’ll close, but everybody who’s already inside will get to finish it up too. But you get kicked out if your group wipes, and—”

      The edges of the rift flashed bright red and it grew in size, expanding by two or three feet.

      “And that’ll happen,” Frank finished.

      I inspected it again, and it’d jumped up to a Rank II Rift that recommended three people.

      “Good news is,” Frank said, “the stronger the Rift, the better the rewards.”

      “Sure, but the bigger this thing gets, the longer it’s going to stick around, and the more attention it’s going to draw.”

      “They do have caps,” Frank said, “but I can’t comment on what this one’s is. But yeah—some of them can get big. Real big.”

      “So let’s do it before it’s too late,” Lars said.

      I bit my bottom lip. I was definitely over-leveled for the Sands and Lars probably was too, but more importantly, his gear was still terrible.

      Plus there was that whole he-could-die-forever thing.

      “I don’t know. Seems too risky with two of us. I hate having the portal here, but we might need to wait for someone else to log back in.”

      “There’s our third right there,” Lars said.

      I raised a hand to shade my eyes from the sun. A rusty blur with a green name tag was sprinting toward us, her hands pinned to her sides.

      Frank started laughing.

      “So that’s House,” I said. “Why is she running like that?”

      “I have no idea,” Frank said. “But I find it hilarious.”

      I sighed. “I guess that does make three. But I don’t know how helpful House is going to be here.”

      “I say we plunge headfirst into the unknown and see what happens.”

      “Yeah that’s your thing, so.”

      “What if there were a sign from above?”

      “Huh?”

      “What if you were magically granted a massive Experience and Renown boost at this very moment? Would that convince you that diving into that hellhole was the right decision?”

      “What?”

      “And also that I’m awesome,” Frank added.

      “Sure. But can we focus here? We need to figure out if—”

      I cut off as a wave of golden light rolled over me and a bunch of prompts streamed across my vision.

      
        
        You received {Gold Coin} x4!

        You received {Silver Coin} x42!

        You received {Copper Coin} x98!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you reached level 12!

        Reach level 13 to select a new skill!

        Reach level 15 to begin your Tier III class change!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you reached Renown Rank IX: Black Marketeer III!

        You may now select 1 of 3 permanent Renown buffs!

      

      

      I squinted at the prompts.

      “What… what the hell just happened.”

      “Go on,” Frank said. “Say it.”

      “Say what?” I glanced at my Experience bar, which was already the better part of halfway full.

      “That I’m awesome. Some groveling would also be appropriate.”

      “Did you… you didn’t do that.”

      “Yes,” Frank said. “I definitely did that. Now compliment me before the moment passes or I’ll take it all back.”

      I checked my logs, which read that I’d been awarded nearly 9,000 Experience and the better part of 1,600 Renown.

      “I don’t believe you in the slightest,” I said. “Wait… is this the daily payout?”

      “No,” Frank said. “I did that.”

      “No you didn’t. You just knew the daily calculation was coming up.”

      “Lies.”

      “Tell me what’s going on or I’ll ask specifically enough so that you’re forced to come clean.”

      “Fine,” Frank said. “Ugh. Yes, it’s the daily calculation from your Renown buffs. You get a chunk of Experience for every silver you earn directly from Housing and a chunk of Renown for every 5 silvers.

      “You earned almost 500 silvers overnight, so the amounts added up fast, and Renown payout in particular is getting pumped by 50% thanks to your Merchant passive.

      “Only weird thing is that it took so long to go through. Usually it’s earlier. Dad must have been busy being a jerk.”

      House skidded to a stop in the sand only inches away from me, so I took a step back.

      “Welcome back, House,” I said. “One sec.”

      I addressed Frank again. “But why was that payout so high? A whole level and change?”

      “This is kind of a perfect storm: you’ve got the only player-made inn in town for the time being, and not only did the growth rate spike, but a giant mass of players descended upon the Sands to hunt you down at the same time—only to find they needed to pay for a place to sleep.”

      I whistled, then pulled up the Renown ladder.

      
        
        1. {Tyrann} Renown Rank XI

        2. {Nissa} Renown Rank XI

        3. {Geezeman} Renown Rank X

        4. {Aconnu} Renown Rank X

        5. {Herata} Renown Rank X

      

      

      I scanned a little further down the list: I’d plummeted all the way to seventeenth. That hurt quite a bit, given the size of that daily payout.

      “You know, I really think this is going to work. If we get Francis rolling and everything, man. We’ve lost a whole lot of ground, but maybe we just need to have faith in the plan.”

      “Don’t count on the inn handing you that much in the long term,” Frank said. “Housing demand’s going to drop pretty quickly thanks to all the NPC construction. And other people are bound to make inns with how well they’re paying.”

      “Yeah, we definitely need to be looking beyond Housing,” I said, “but it’s good enough for now. My inn’s already Rank II, and we’ll have that Running Water buff before long. And if we play our cards right, the inn will be the tip of the iceberg.”

      I glanced at the road. A pair of players had just stepped off it and were currently heading in our direction. “Damn. Can we back out of the portal once we’re in?”

      “If you want,” Frank said. “But you can only enter a Rift once per day.”

      “And will it get harder when we’re inside?” I said. “If someone dies elsewhere and it ranks up on us?”

      “No,” Frank said. “Once you’re in, your instance is locked until you complete it or you die trying.”

      “Or you decide to leave.”

      “Sure, if you consider that an option.”

      I bit my bottom lip, hard. “Alright. Let’s jump in here real quick. Worst case is we back out and have Darling and company try to complete it after they finish theirs.” I sent out party invites to Lars and House, which were quickly accepted.

      “Hey House,” Frank said.

      “Hello,” House said.

      Frank grunted. “We gotta dive in first to enter that portal. You wanna lead the way?”

      “House, you don’t need to—” I said, but it was too late.

      She took two quick steps and dove through the portal with her hands and arms fully extended.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re next, Ned,” Frank said. “Make sure you go very, very fast. And lead with your face if possible.”

      “I literally saw those people step into the portal, Frank,” I said. “That was like, four minutes ago. Nice try though.”

      I stepped in and popped out beside House, who was lying on the floor on her stomach and rubbing the side of her face.

      “It does not appear that diving was actually required, nor even advisable,” she said.

      “Did you hit your face?” Frank said.

      “I certainly did.”

      “Nice. I wish I’d have seen it.”

      “Shall I reenact my entry?”

      “Yes, God yes,” Frank said.

      “No,” I said. “Ignore him.”

      “Understood,” House said.

      Lars popped in next with Roly beside him.

      We’d been teleported into a small, dark room with a set of sliding doors built into one of the walls. The floor was covered in sand or something similarly gritty, and the ceiling was a metal grate which daylight was leaking through from high above.

      Some unseen mechanism groaned beneath us, and the room shuddered, then rose.

      “Looks like we got ported into an elevator,” I said.

      I squinted up through the grating; we had maybe a hundred yards to go, and the elevator wasn’t moving particularly quickly.

      Not wanting to waste any time, I scoped out my new Renown options as the elevator continued to rise.

      
        
        You may select 1 of 3 permanent Renown buffs.

        1. You gain access to the Underworld Hireling System, which you may use to hire up to 1 friendly NPC per day who will act as a Follower for the duration of their contract.

        2. You gain access to the NPC Bribery System.

        3. Your Alias may now be applied to all in-game communication systems.

      

      

      The first option was tempting, as it addressed one of my main weaknesses in the game: as House had so eloquently put it a day earlier, the total lack of friends.

      But things had been going pretty well with Omen and especially Darling, and that perk would probably end up being significantly less useful as we brought more and more people in on the true nature of our agreement.

      The second option wasn’t as detailed as the first, so after asking Frank to clarify, I found out that the perk would allow me to bribe NPCs to do just about anything if I had the coin—to ignore crimes or even commit them—but that Charisma also played a substantial role in the calculation of how much gold was required to make a deal.

      And while I would have loved to have been able to bribe guards to look away from our water sales, that moment had largely passed.

      The third option, though… that one took my breath away and left me feeling giddy. If I could access the messaging and calling systems as Francis, I could turn him into a real person.

      Well, real enough to accomplish what I needed him for.

      And as good as the other options were, I immediately selected the third one and confirmed my choice.

      I didn’t have time to play with it just yet—though my mind was racing with possibilities—but I was already planning on making a very important call once the Auction House was finished.

      I eyed the light at the top of the shaft, which was slowly approaching; it seemed like we were about halfway up. “House, can you message me all of your abilities real quick? I need to know how we’ll fit together before whatever this is kicks off.”

      “You have been messaged,” House said. At the very same moment, my chat filled up with purple text. I clicked the links one by one, expanding each in turn.

      
        
        {Leadfire Turret} (Rank: Novice II)

        Description: Places an immobile turret up to 6 yards away that pelts an enemy within 15 yards with shards of stone for 30 Physical damage every second for 20 seconds, or until the turret is destroyed. You may have a maximum of 2 turrets active simultaneously. Turret will be destroyed upon taking 200 damage.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds (2 Charges).

        Cost: None.

        Next rank: Turret may be placed up to 7 yards away.

      

        

      
        {Medicbot} (Rank: Novice II)

        Summons a floating sphere that will heal a friendly target for 2% of their maximum Health every second for 11 seconds. You may have a maximum of 3 bots active simultaneously.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 10 seconds (3 Charges).

        Cost: 25 Mana.

        Next rank: Medicbot duration is increased to 12 seconds.

      

        

      
        {Sludgesling Turret} (Rank: Novice II)

        Places an immobile turret up to 5 yards away that continuously sprays enemies within 11 yards with sticky oil, reducing their movement and attack speed by 20% and making them {Flammable}. Turret lasts for 20 seconds or until destroyed. You may have a maximum of 2 turrets active simultaneously. Turret will be destroyed upon taking 200 damage.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds (2 Charges).

        Cost: 40 Mana.

        Next rank: Turret range is increased to 12 yards.

      

        

      
        {Artificer’s Improvisation} (Rank: Novice I)

        You combine any number of active turrets and/or bots to create a new and improved piece of technology that lasts for 20 seconds. Improved creations gain a vast range of beneficial effects, and combining additional turrets and bots creates stronger results.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute 30 seconds.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

        Next rank: Cooldown is reduced by 15 seconds.

      

      

      I looked that over, nodding. “Great, seems like you’ve got a huge amount of utility.”

      “I am useful,” House said with obvious pride.

      “Right. So, House. Roly is on tanking duty. Do you understand what that means?”

      “The insect will place tanks as necessary.”

      “No. He’s going to keep things attacking him so that they don’t attack us. Clear?”

      “Your explanation is sufficiently transparent.”

      “Great. Keep your healing bots focused on him unless Lars is in trouble—we need to keep him up at all costs—and spam the damage turrets whenever possible, unless the movement ones seem more useful.”

      “I possess no canned meat,” House said. “Nor do I understand how to elevate Lars.”

      I winced. “Spam means to use something as often as possible. How’s this: just keep your damage-dealing turrets active unless I tell you to switch to a snaring turret. And make sure that your healing bots are always healing Roly unless I tell you otherwise.”

      “I appreciate your clarifications.”

      The elevator thumped to a stop and a grinding sound filled the small room. The doors slid open and revealed a hallway that sloped downward so steeply that it resembled a waterslide.

      “Lars and I will—”

      I didn’t have time to finish the thought as something broad and flat slammed into the group from behind, as if a section of the wall had shot forward like a hammer.

      The whole group was thrown forward and we went sliding down the steep chute, which was slick and reeked of oil.

      I was spinning at first, but I managed to get my legs in front of me and straighten out as the brightly lit exit rapidly approached, where the hall rose into a steep, upward curve.

      “It’s a ramp!” I said. “Brace for impact!”

      I hit the curve and launched up and off the ramp, soaring out of the dark passageway and into the searing daylight beyond.

      A roar went up then, a mixture of cheers and boos from all around.

      I thought about drifting to cancel the fall damage, but my flight was more horizontal than vertical, and I didn’t want to burn a cooldown without knowing what we were up against.

      I landed hard on my side in the center of a vast arena with metal grating beneath me, and a bottomless void below that. The metal was slick and dark, and it reeked of iron.

      “I like this place,” Frank said. “It gives me good vibes.”

      “That makes one of us.” I pushed myself to my feet.

      The arena was circular and about a hundred feet across. Pillars were spaced throughout it, dark, steely columns whose bases were dented and scratched and very, very bloody.

      The stands were full of spectators of countless races and sizes, from a pair of ratlike warriors whose swords were the size of daggers to a towering, three-eyed giant that had been exiled to the nosebleed section.

      A gate set into the concrete wall that circled the arena floor clacked up to reveal a dark passageway, and the ground trembled beneath my feet.

      
        
        New Quest: {A Trial of Iron and Electricity}!

        Objective: Defeat Smokehorn before the arena collapses!

        Reward: Experience, Renown, Rift Gems, and two pieces of class-appropriate gear.

      

      

      I spat onto the metal grating. Given Lars’ low damage and House’s inexperience, a timed event was the last thing we needed.

      And the whole collapsing bit didn’t sound so hot either.

      “Plan?” Lars said as the rumbling intensified and the crowd began to stamp its feet, filling the arena with a deafening sound.

      “Whatever it is, kill it fast,” Frank said.

      “What he said,” I agreed.

      A red name tag bloomed within the darkness of the passage.

      
        
        {Smokehorn} (Level 8 Mechanical) (Elite)

        HP: 8,500/8,500

        Soul Gem Shield Capacity: 100%

        MP: 1,000/1,000

      

      

      A six-legged rhinoceros stomped out of the passageway and into the arena. The creature was covered in thick armored plating that had Soul Gems socketed into its many panels, and its long horn was covered in chrome.

      The beast roared and its gems flared as a blast of dark smoke puffed from the tip of its horn. A droning sound followed—like the buzzing of insects—then electricity crackled up and down the many pillars that lined the arena floor.

      Lars started playing behind me, stacking up his buffs. Roly skittered to the front of the group and took up a position between Smokehorn and me.

      Despite the positioning, the beast lowered its head and pivoted toward House, then pawed the ground.

      “House, run!” I called out, my guns already aglow with purple light.

      “In which direction shall I flee?” House said, totally nonplussed.

      “Left!” I launched my spells at Smokehorn, but they connected with an invisible barrier and bounced up into the sky. “We gotta figure out a way to break that shield!”

      Smokehorn raced forward, its chrome horn shining bright.

      Roly tried to intercept the creature, but Smokehorn dipped its horn beneath the giant bug and tossed him aside as if he were weightless, launching him across the arena.

      I turned and ran almost parallel to House. “House, run directly at me when I say now!”

      “Understood,” House said, calm as ever.

      I waited as the beast drew within five feet of House—and as she neared the edge of the arena—then called out the signal.

      House planted a foot in the sand, turned on a dime, and sprinted right at me.

      Smokehorn tried to adjust its path, but it was too close to the wall and its momentum sent it crashing horn-first into the concrete barrier, which cracked and spider-webbed under the force of the impact.

      The rhino shook its head, spun, then targeted Lars.

      “Check the buff,” Frank said.

      I did.

      
        
        {Red-eyed Stare}

        Selecting targets at random. Immune to taunts and all Threat-based mechanics.

      

      

      Damn. If this thing was going to ignore Threat, Roly wasn’t going to be very effective at all.

      But on the flip side, it meant I could burn the target as fast as I wanted. We just had to break that shield first.

      I scoped the shield out, hoping that the impact with the wall had diminished it slightly.

      And it had, but only by 5%.

      The ground beneath my feet wobbled as if it had become unstable, so I dashed toward the center of the arena. I glanced back and noticed that a section of the floor had swung down and opened like a trap door to the seemingly endless pit below.

      “Lars, you’ve got its attention!” I said. “Get behind one of the electrified pillars and put it between you and the rhino!”

      Lars froze for a moment, and for a split second I worried that he was about to get trucked like a deer in the headlights.

      Thankfully he snapped out of it, but the hesitation meant he was too far from a pillar to get behind it in time.

      “Run right, then dive left!” I said, already running in his direction. “It can’t turn very fast!”

      Lars nodded, took two steps to his right, then dove to his left.

      He managed to avoid the worst of the charge as the beast blew by him, but the rhino clipped one of his ankles and sent Lars helicoptering onto the grating.

      I dashed over to him and helped him up as the rhino stampeded away in a smooth arc.

      Then the ground buckled beneath us. I grabbed Lars’ elbow and Shadedrifted the two of us to safety as another section of the floor swung away and dropped out.

      “What do we do?” Lars said.

      I pushed him between his shoulder blades. “We split up for now!”

      “Shield still at 95%,” Frank said. “There are twenty total panels in the floor, meaning 10% of the arena floor has already fallen away.”

      I blew out a puff of air. This wasn’t working—the arena was shrinking much too fast.

      A colossal amount of weight settled on my shoulders as Smokehorn turned his attention to me.

      “You need a plan,” Frank said as I bolted for the far side of the arena, where that first section had collapsed.

      “Got one,” I said. “Gonna lead it into one of those holes!”

      I made it all the way to the dark edge where the floor had fallen away with Smokehorn close behind, then dove to my left and landed on my side.

      I watched from the ground as Smokehorn rumbled by me.

      “Get up!” Frank said, and the urgency of his tone made me jump back to my feet instantly.

      Smokehorn leaped the gap in the floor, then banked a hard turn in my direction, his horn pumping smoke with every step.

      I put on a burst of speed and managed to get some distance between the mob and me, but once again the ground shuddered and dropped out right behind me, and Smokehorn leaped the new hole in the floor without losing a step.

      “85% of the floor remains,” Frank said.

      Then I saw the nearest pillar, whose lowest section had a huge, gaping hole in it that was about the height of the beast’s horn.

      That had to be it. I jumped in front of the pillar and waited. “Get ready!”

      “What are we preparing for?” House said.

      Smokehorn hit another gear and blitzed forward, its many Soul Gems flashing within its armor.

      I wound up a pair of blasts while Smokehorn charged, then rolled away at the last moment.

      Smokehorn struck the pillar, and its long horn punched right through to the other side.

      The impact caused an electrical explosion so bright that it seared a glowing afterimage into the backs of my eyelids.

      The creature thrashed and roared as it tried to free itself, its shield rapidly depleting as huge bolts of electricity flickered between its horn and the pillar.

      “Shield down!” Frank said. “Burn it!”

      I released my blasts for 170 and 185, then switched to my blunderbuss and unloaded my two stored spells into the creature’s armored side for 403 and 456.

      I switched back to my pistols and let it rip, blasting spell after spell into the unprotected creature as it struggled to disentangle its horn.

      Roly crashed into the rhino’s other side and went to work with his own horn while Lars threw his musical spears from halfway across the arena.

      House tossed two disc-like contraptions onto the sand, both of which expanded into gray, cylindrical turrets.

      A small panel opened in each, and a thin barrel poked out and emitted a steady stream of dark gray spheres that peppered the trapped rhino for amounts in the 20s and 30s, sending up a steady stream of sparks as the tiny projectiles bounced off the beast’s thick armor.

      Then House’s hands began to glow, and one of the turrets burst apart. The shrapnel flew to the other turret as if it were magnetic, and the pieces snapped into place and built upon each other in rapid succession until a much larger turret called a Spitfire stood in the original’s place.

      This one emitted a stream of small, red projectiles, each of which shone with red light.

      House then dropped her Sludgesling Turret right next to the creature, and a smaller turret coated the mob in a stream of black tar.

      And the next of House’s glowing projectiles caused a whooshing sound as the sludge-drenched rhino went up in flames from horn to tail.

      “Oh hell yeah!” Frank said. “I was just using burn in a loose metaphorical sense, but this worked out surprisingly well!”

      House popped her gear-topped warhammer into her hands and made to step toward the creature, but hesitated to close the distance.

      I kept blasting away, ignoring the colossal amount of aggro that I was building up.

      And honestly? It was amazing to be able to just let loose without worrying about Threat for once.

      “Target Health at 70% and rapidly falling,” Frank said.

      Smokehorn gave one last titanic heave and its horn popped free, still smoking. The air hummed, and the beast’s shield slammed back into place at 55% capacity.

      The rhino stomped its front feet and roared in Lars’ direction, sending a ring of pressurized smoke billowing at him so quickly that he didn’t have the chance to dodge it.

      The ring blew him off his feet and threw him backward into the arena wall. The smoke curled around his wrists and ankles and solidified into dark chains that bound him to the wall a full two feet off the ground.

      Small Health bars popped up to either side of him, four in all.

      
        
        {Padlock} (Level 6 Construct)

        HP: 400/400

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      The rhino fixated on Lars, eyes gleaming with red light. Its many Soul Gems flashed brighter than ever before, and a massive column of smoke poured out of the beast’s horn.

      “House, throw everything you’ve got at—”

      “Word choice!” Frank said. “We don’t need House throwing shoes!”

      “Thanks! Destroy those padlocks as quickly as possible!”

      I turned my back on the rhino and readied a pair of blasts as I sprinted across the arena. I targeted the top right padlock and the resulting spells crit for well over 500 total damage and blew the lock apart, freeing one of Lars’ arms.

      House got two Leadfire Turrets rolling, then combined those two to form a Spitfire and dropped another Leadfire beside it.

      The two turrets trained their attention on the bottom-left padlock, rapidly depleting its Health bar as Lars thrashed and tried to claw himself loose with the hand I’d freed.

      “It’s coming!” he said, and I felt the floor shift beneath my feet. I blasted two of the remaining padlocks simultaneously, hoping for more crits but not getting them, then shattered them with another pair of split blasts.

      House stepped into a baseball-style swing and drove the head of her weapon into the last remaining padlock.

      It exploded in a shower of sparks and Lars dropped free. The three of us scattered with only seconds to spare as the rhino charged and smashed into the very spot that Lars had been anchored to.

      “Too close!” Lars said.

      “Definitely,” I said. Then I felt the weight of the creature’s stare settle on me. “I’ve got its attention!”

      I took off and pointed a pistol at the closest pillar. “Get ready, we might be able to take it down here!”

      “Shield is still at 55%,” Frank said as the creature spun and pawed at the ground. “Careful with the Padlock ability—that’s always going to target the player who’s putting out the least damage.”

      “Thanks.”

      An alert that I was absolutely thrilled to see came in just then, but all I had time for was a quick fist pump.

      
        
        World-first Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first Guild to successfully close a Rift!

        Awarding Unique Title: {The First Riftwalker}

      

      

      I reached the nearest sparking pillar and loaded two more blasts into my blunderbuss, then watched as the mob charged across the arena and leaped a new gap in the floor while Lars, House, and Roly all rallied to either side of me and got into position.

      I waited as long as I could, juked left, then dove to my right.

      The rhino buried its horn right where my chest had been and caused another massive electrical discharge that drained its shield completely.

      I laid into it with both stored blasts for nearly 850 total damage, then switched to my pistols and chained spells into the creature’s side.

      House got another Sludge and Spitfire combo rolling while Lars and Roly chipped in what damage they could, and I eyed the beast’s Health with a double Harvest in mind.

      As soon as it dipped below 30%, I sent the first Harvest flying and then Double Casted a second.

      The swarm of spectral ghosts struck one after the other, with the first critting for 900 while the second generated an Immune message for some reason, though the shield still wasn’t up.

      The creature’s Soul Gems flashed red, and many of them cracked and toppled free. A ruby shield surrounded the rhino and its horn began to glow.

      The iron pillar bubbled around the creature’s trapped horn, then the upper half of the structure tilted sideways and collapsed.

      Smokehorn pulled free and snorted, beads of molten metal dribbling down its horn.

      It whirled on me and its eyes bled black. I backpedaled while I readied some more ravens, waiting for the mob to blast out another round of smoke.

      Then something cold and hard curled around my left ankle, and by the time I looked down and realized what had happened, a second dark chain had snared my other foot.

      The chains were sparking, too, and a new debuff had popped up above my nameplate.

      
        
        {Electrical Overload}

        Silenced, and movement speed is reduced to 0. Effect lasts until all four chains have been destroyed.

      

      

      Two more chains lashed out from nearby pillars and bound my wrists, then all four of them pulled taut and lifted me a few inches into the air.

      The creature’s ruby shield flashed, then all of the light collapsed onto the creature’s armored skin and a red pulse ran up its length, shattering every gem that remained.

      Health bars appeared about halfway down the chains that held me.

      
        
        {Voltiron Chain} (Level 8 Construct)

        HP: 800/800

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      Then the creature’s Mana bar zeroed out completely and it started casting for the first time. The ability was called Fatal Charge, and that pretty much said it all.

      The cast was long—ten seconds by my estimate—but with how sturdy those chains were and my inability to help…

      House and Lars both ran to my aid and House tossed out two turrets and turned them on the chains that bound me, then summoned three healing bots as well and sent them my way.

      “No!” I said. “No time! Burn the rhino!”

      “But—” Lars started.

      “Do it! You’ll never break the chains in time, then that’ll be wasted damage—you just need to kill it! House, keep him alive at all costs!”

      Lars hesitated, but House refocused her turrets and sent her healing spheres zooming toward him.

      She got her burn combo down and charged in with her warhammer, jumped the last few feet and brought it down right between the casting rhino’s eyes.

      The damage wasn’t much—124—and the attack left her a little off-balance, but Smokehorn’s Health was dropping at a steady clip beneath the assault of her turrets.

      A series of magical spears ripped across the arena and struck home, adding to the damage while Roly got back into position and laid into the rhino.

      I eyed the cast bar, which was capped by a shield icon, which meant it couldn’t be interrupted. And the bar wasn’t slowing in the slightest despite their constant attacks.

      It wasn’t going to be enough to save me. In fact, it wasn’t even close. The creature still had 5% of its Health remaining, and its cast was about to complete.

      “You guys got this!” I said.

      The rhino stomped the ground and bright red flames flared around its hooves. It streaked toward me with blazing speed, leaving glowing afterimages behind.

      My entire body flushed hot in the face of the rhino’s blistering charge, and my chest vibrated as the beast drove its chrome-covered horn into me.

      Prompts flooded my screen.

      
        
        You died!

        You lost 40 Renown!

        You dropped 3 items!

        Rift Spectator Mode engaged!

        You may respawn as soon as your group is no longer in combat. If the entire group is killed, you will be ejected from the Rift and sent to the nearest graveyard. Any dropped or unclaimed items left within the Rift will be ejected alongside you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The world had been stripped of all its color once again, rendered entirely in grays and blues.

      Smokehorn pulled back and the body I’d left behind tumbled to the floor with three items glowing beside it: my blunderbuss, my chest piece, and Frank.

      The mob roared and tossed its head about, then lowered its horn and shot a beam of smoke into Lars’ chest.

      He was sent flying backward into the wall of the arena a second time, and four more padlocks locked him in place.

      The rhino only had a few hundred Health remaining, and for a moment I thought Roly and House might be okay.

      But then I realized that my last instruction to House had been to keep Lars alive at all costs, and I was already picturing her sprinting across the arena to free him while the rhino bore down on the two of them.

      “House, burn the rhino!” I said, but of course she couldn’t hear me.

      I started typing a private message to her, but she surprised me by ignoring Lars’ immobilized state and remaining right beside Roly and the mob.

      The two of them were still laying into the flaming creature, with Roly gouging it with his horn while House smashed away with her hammer between two spitting turrets.

      I focused on its Health as it ticked down from 4% to 3%, then to 2%, and slowly to 1%, then watched in horror as Smokehorn charged at Lars and left both House and Roly in the dust.

      House cocked back a hand and threw a pair of new turrets forward, both of which skidded to a stop to either side of the rhino.

      They opened up a bit in front of it and peppered the beast with lead as it passed by, but the rhino kept moving, its molten horn lowered and poised to punch a burning hole right through Lars’ stomach.

      Smokehorn veered slightly to the right. It tripped and lost its balance, slammed onto its side, and skidded across the grating while smoke sputtered out of its horn.

      It slid to a stop only feet away from Lars.

      House ran over and squatted by my corpse, eyeing it with intense curiosity. Then she scooped up the items I’d dropped.

      Lars’ chains evaporated, and though he landed on his feet at first, he tottered and then collapsed onto knees and palms.

      Roly ran over and dipped his huge head beneath the elf, and after a long breather, Lars allowed the bug to scoop him onto his back and carry him over to House.

      A respawn option popped up in the center of my vision, so I selected it and hit confirm.

      I landed lightly as the world rushed back into place: the jubilant roars of the arena crowd, the smell of blood, the feel of the slick grating beneath my feet.

      Then I saw Frank, who was popped into a belt loop at House’s side.

      “I present House,” he said, “new ruler of EBO. May her reign be full of blood, conquest, and poorly chosen words.”

      House scratched her teeth. “I am not returning Frank. Instead, I am keeping him to pursue personal glory because that is something that I would believably do.”

      “Stop scratching your teeth!” Frank said. “You’re ruining it!”

      “I cannot help it. This attempt at deception is irritating my lateral incisors.”

      “The two of you really would be quite the pair,” I said.

      “Imagine what I could do with total, blind obedience,” Frank said. “House and I would be punching the moon right out of the sky in no time at all.”

      “May I trade you back now?” House said. “I do not like the way you vibrate when you speak. I find it deeply disconcerting.”

      “I find you disconcerting. And you still aren’t breathing.”

      “I require zero breath. As do you.”

      “You need to pretend to breathe, House. Not breathing is not normal.”

      House dropped her mouth completely open and sucked in a breath so loud it reminded me of the Half-Troll I’d seen back in the character creation menu.

      “Good God, close your mouth,” Frank said.

      “Truly a partnership for the ages,” I said. I sent House a trade window and she dropped my items into it. I hit confirm, then threw everything back on and shoved Frank back into his loop.

      I looked over to Lars, who’d been quiet so far. “You alright there man?”

      “Am I alright?” Lars said. “Are you? That horn…” he said, trailing off. “It was my fault. I couldn’t pull my weight and the padlocks were too strong and—”

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “No harm done.”

      “You did lose some Renown,” Frank said.

      I winced, because he wasn’t wrong there. “What did I lose last time?”

      “20,” Frank said.

      “So it does double every time,” I said. “Well, 40 is trivial, so that’s the good news. But if I die a couple more times I’m going to be looking at losses in the hundreds pretty quick. And over a thousand in, what, five more deaths?”

      “Yep. You really ought to not do that.”

      “What? Die?”

      “Yes,” Frank said.

      “That’s like telling someone not to feel anxious around other people.”

      “You should stop that too. It’s really holding us back.”

      “Thanks, I’m cured.”

      “I have not yet been cured,” House said.

      Frank laughed under his breath. “Yeah, that’s the joke.”

      
        
        Congratulations, you successfully completed a Rift Quest: {A Trial of Iron And Electricity}!

        You gained 2,550 Experience!

        You gained 440 Renown!

        You received {Rift Gem} x10!

        You received {Rifter’s Leggings}!

        You received {Smokehorn’s Nosering}

        You received {Soulsmith Recipe: Rune of the Firebird}

        This Rift will close in five minutes.

      

      

      I stared open-mouthed at the prompt, practically drooling at the readout. The Experience and Renown rewards were stunning—about a quarter of what I’d received for my daily payout—and the gear was absolutely wild.

      A portal much like the one we’d entered through spawned at the center of the arena.

      I checked out the loot, starting with the new recipe I’d found.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Firebird} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Your {Ravenblast} now deals Fire damage.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I was thrilled to have another recipe, especially one that could very well prove indispensable if I ran up against something that was resistant or even immune to Shadow Magic, but I wasn’t about to burn the gems just yet.

      I poked through the gear next.

      
        
        {Smokehorn’s Nosering}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Finger

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +17 Constitution

        Magical Resistance: +0%

      

        

      
        {Rifter’s Leggings}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Legs

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +4 Intelligence, +4 Dexterity, +4 Constitution

        Armor: +4%

      

      

      Smokehorn had left behind a pair of Uncommon Plate leggings as well:

      
        
        {Onyx Legplates of the Pillager}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 32

        Slot: Legs

        Type: Plate

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +3 Strength, +3 Constitution

        Effect: All rewards gained through Razing are increased by 5%.

        Armor: +9%

      

      

      Equipping the Rifter’s leggings was a no-brainer: the new ones represented a straight upgrade across the board.

      The ring gave me a little bit of pause given that it didn’t offer any Magical Resistance, but the Ghostly Ring of the Typhoon I was using was weak enough by comparison that I was only losing 8% Magical Resistance and a couple of points of Intelligence, so the massive Health boost seemed worth it.

      The band itself was a simple, dark iron loop, and the pants were light gray, made out of a tough but stretchy material.

      The Plate pants, though… those were very interesting. I’d probably just hand them right over to Darling the next time I saw her, but the fact that you could put a set together to benefit more from Razing was intriguing.

      And it made me think about that Ripple I’d seen earlier where Goon had razed a Capital.

      A surge of light flashed from my left, and at first I assumed that Lars had gained another level, but then I doubted myself—the timing didn’t really work.

      “Roly?” Lars said, sliding off his beetle’s back.

      Roly shivered, then his skin flared so brightly with golden light that I had to shade my eyes with one of my guns.

      The glow intensified further still, and the ball of light that Roly had become alternated between expanding and contracting in rapid succession.

      A bar of pure light formed atop the bug’s back, then the glow finally began to dim. And when the aura cleared, Roly’s back was sporting a black, cannon-like barrel.

      “Roly?” Lars repeated, and the giant bug rushed over and licked his face so hard that he knocked Lars back a few steps.

      “Still the same bug,” Frank said. “Just picked up a new toy.”

      “What’s with the cannon?” I said.

      “Spike Cannon,” Frank said. “Pew pew pew. He picked up a new spell that he can use instead of Spike Bomb, but the two share the cooldown.”

      “Can you send it my way?”

      “Sure.”

      
        
        {Spike Cannon} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You play a sharp note that causes your Beat Beetle to instantly deal 200% of the total Thorns damage it has reflected over the last 10 seconds to a single enemy within 30 yards.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute (This ability shares a Cooldown with {Spike Bomb}).

        Cost: 50 Mana.

        Next rank: Thorns damage dealt is increased to 210%.

      

      

      “Awesome pickup,” I said. “That should help a lot with your single target damage, Lars. What’d you guys get for loot? Seems like the Rifts are awarding specialized gear.”

      “I am pleased to have received spaulders and a belt,” House said.

      Her belt was silver and fairly plain, but the spaulders were something to see; they were gray and oversized to the point where each shoulder pad was nearly the size of her head.

      Lars flashed a jet-black necklace and a silver ring. “Pretty nice haul.”

      I glanced around, making sure that we hadn’t missed anything. Safe in the knowledge we hadn’t, I headed for the portal that had opened.

      “House, you mind popping out and letting me know if the coast is clear? Last thing I want is to exit and end up in the middle of a group of other players.”

      “Certainly,” House said.

      I almost warned her not to dive, but she stepped through the portal with a surprising amount of confidence, hammer in hand.

      I tapped my foot against the grating as the moment stretched.

      I really wanted to dip back into the Stronghold and question the King now that we’d made the area a bit safer, but maybe House had run into something outside.

      “Frank, what’s the deal with Rift Gems?” I said.

      “Currency,” Frank said. “Now that the Possibility King event is live, acolytes that are willing to trade for those gems should be showing up in all the major cities.”

      “What kind of items are we talking?”

      “Gear Tokens are the big ticket items for now. You buy a D-grade Token and target a slot, then you’re rewarded with a piece of scaled gear.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. But the items are locked at Uncommon, and they’re as weak as possible. So if you were to use one now, the item you’d end up with would require level 10 and have the lowest item level possible for D-grade.”

      “So they’re meant to help people transition through grades,” I said. “Well, sounds like a catch-up mechanic if I’ve ever heard of one, and that’s not great for us. That means the player base is going to be running around in full D-grade in no time at all.

      “Maybe rushing Rifts is the way to go for now? That was insane gear and experience, and having your own instance is pretty nice.”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “Rifts aren’t infinite though. More will pop up as this first wave is cleared, but there will probably never be this many Rifts active again at any one point.”

      “All the more reason to clear them while we can. Plus the map makes scouting for them a nonissue.” I paused. “Man, where the hell is House? This Rift is going to close on its own pretty soon.”

      I shot her a quick message, and she said she was still making sure that the coast was clear and would get back to me shortly.

      “Ugh,” I said. “The coast.”

      I sent her another message to check where she was, and sure enough, she was running down the beach. So I asked her to come back and scout around the portal in a hundred-yard radius and report back.

      “Yikes,” I said.

      A couple of moments later, a message came through from House saying that the coast was clear.

      Which forced me to clarify that she now meant the area around the portal and not the coast. And when she confirmed that that was the case, I stepped through and popped back out onto the sands.

      Lars and Roly followed close behind, then the portal flashed and shrunk in on itself until it winked out entirely.

      In the sudden stillness, I picked up a quiet hissing sound coming from House’s direction.

      She was standing there to the side with her lips parted, and her breath was whistling through her teeth.

      “Look what you did, Frank,” I said. “Nobody pays attention to whether or not people breathe. That’s not a thing. House, stop breathing.”

      House shut her mouth so hard that her teeth clicked. “Excellent. Breathing realistically was taking up a great amount of concentration.”

      “I wonder what it would have looked like if she were overdoing it,” Frank said. “House, overdo breathing.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said before House could start hyperventilating. “Don’t make Frank happy as a general rule.”

      Just then, a message came in from Darling, asking if I was close by.

      It seemed like we probably wouldn’t have a better opportunity to meet up for quite a while—and I really wanted to get a full group together to go Rifting with—so I shot her a message in return saying that I was already at the Stronghold and that I was happy to hang out for a bit if she wanted to bring Rock and Nina over.

      I glanced back at the road, which was just as busy as it had been before, if not more so, with a steady stream of Tradepack carrying players now heading in both directions.

      “Good news Frank,” I said. “Your girl’s heading this way.”

      House cocked her head. “Since when does Frank possess a woman?”

      “Only her heart, House,” Frank said. “Her bloody, beating heart.”

      “That turn of phrase concerns me,” House said.

      “As it should,” I said.
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      The four of us—five including the new and improved Roly, who was so pleased with his spike cannon that he kept peppering the sand with projectiles—made our way back into the Stronghold and out of sight.

      I led the group fully across the cavern and toward the Guild Hall, but Lars kept glancing back over his shoulder the entire way.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      He looked to Roly, then back to me.

      I grinned. “Feeling a little impatient about using that cannon?”

      “I wouldn’t put it quite like that,” Lars said, “but…”

      I waved him back in the direction we’d come from.

      “Go on then. But maybe stay close enough that you can keep an eye out for us. I think we’re pretty safe in here, but you never know.”

      “Sure,” Lars said. He hopped atop Roly, and the two of them skittered off while House and I headed into the Guild Hall and sat down at one of the long tables.

      I spread my Rift Map in front of us and scoped it out.

      The portal locations looked largely the same—the player base probably hadn’t had enough time to both find and clear a sizable number of Rifts just yet—but one of the portals on Tyrann’s island had disappeared, as had a few around Koria.

      The vast majority of Rifts were labeled with 1s, 2s, and 3s, though there were quite a few 5s sprinkled into the various zones.

      I glanced at Frank. “Are these numbers group requirements or Rift ranks?”

      “The former. Your map doesn’t show Ranks, but that’s less important anyway.”

      “Good enough for me.” Then I glanced at House, who stood up, only to sit back down again.

      She was moving slowly—incredibly slowly—but the movement itself looked pretty natural.

      “House,” I said. “What are you doing?”

      “I am honing my ability to sit on benches in front of others.”

      “Oh. That looked good, if a bit slow. Nice work.”

      “Is that really the bar?” Frank said. “Nice job sitting down?”

      “Having a body is hard, man,” I said. “I think she ought to take the wins where she can get them.”

      “I like winning,” House said. “And sitting down. And keeping my hands in my pockets.”

      “You dumb people and your stupid bodies,” Frank said.

      I cocked my head at him. “Do you want a body?”

      “I’m perfect the way I am.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. But you also ducked the question.”

      Frank grunted. “I could do great things with a body.”

      I pursed my lips. That was probably the closest thing to a yes I was going to get.

      “I can ask Kline to figure something out if you want. He’ll say no where this game is concerned, obviously, but maybe something outside of EBO one day? Couldn’t hurt to ask.”

      Frank hesitated. “Nah.”

      “Just no?” I said. “You don’t wanna pause and think about that for a moment?”

      “Nah. I’m good.”

      I shrugged. “Alright. Well, offer’s on the table if you change your mind. House, did you figure out that Raleigh thing for the guild?”

      “I am simply waiting on your final confirmation,” House said.

      “What exactly are you doing?” Frank said. “If you’re going at my girl with money because you lack game, I need to know so I can calibrate the amount of suffering I need to inflict upon you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I got them a little headquarters. Just some office space in a high rise where they could move their pods and game together. I don’t know if they’ll be all that interested, but it didn’t really cost me anything in the scheme of things. And I was thinking it’d be a cool thing to be able to use as we pull more guild members into the fold.”

      “You were thinking of it as a bribe.”

      “No. I was thinking of it as a tool.”

      “A tool that you would leverage to guarantee a specific outcome,” Frank said. “One that most people would consider unscrupulous. Sound familiar?”

      I opened my mouth to object, then closed it. “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “House,” Frank said. “When did Ned most recently bring this up?”

      “Immediately after he was gifted the golem, his mount, and the motor.”

      “It was like, instant, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “And now he’s bringing it up again because he’s sitting in Darling’s Guild Hall. And because he’s probably about to ask if they want to join up and Rift for a bit.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “So?”

      “So you’re only doing it because you can’t wrap your head around the fact that the guild would want to help you out without getting something in exchange.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said, though in reality it felt pretty spot on.

      “House, is that ridiculous?” Frank said.

      House stood up, then sat down again, then stood up again.

      “Never mind. Alright Ned, real talk: do you want friends, or do you want employees?”

      “Well, I—”

      “If you want employees, that’s fine,” Frank said. “But if you keep throwing money at these people to keep them loyal, that’s what they’re gonna be.

      “If you want friends, then at some point you’ll just have to trust that they want you around without the side action. They probably won’t because you’re a terrible person, but thankfully you’ve got me to balance you out so you should be okay, despite your innumerable flaws.”

      “That’s fair,” I said, “but have you thought about what it would actually look like if Darling turned on us? Knowing everything that she does? We’d be dead in the water.”

      “Darling is a living saint with a heart of literal gold. Betrayal is not a consideration.”

      “I strongly object to your usage of the word literal as a form of emphasis,” House said, sitting down again. “But I agree with your sentiment, insofar as I understand it.” She looked at me. “Nevertheless, shall we move forward with the Raleigh project?”

      I bit my bottom lip. At the bare minimum, Frank was at least partly right. If I made a habit of throwing money at the guild whenever I needed something, I’d never feel like a part of it.

      And while it was already abundantly clear that going it alone wasn’t going to allow me to accomplish my goals in EBO, I guessed that, at some point, I’d stopped wanting that.

      And if this place was going to be my home for the foreseeable future, then I probably owed it to myself to keep it from feeling as lonely as the world I’d left behind.

      It seemed like there was something to be said for moving beyond the Head Start thing, too, to keeping everything in this new reality of mine and just letting it ride.

      I shook my head, my decision made. “Let’s hit pause on that for now, House, though I still feel like I should do something for them.” I looked over at the bartender, who was polishing a glass behind the bar. “They’ve got beer here, right?”

      “Tons, yeah,” Frank said. “And it’s dirt cheap. Only problem is that you can’t take it out of the hall, or the items vanish.”

      “Great.” I Shadedrifted right up to the bar. “Can I get like… a box of beer?”

      “A box of beer?” Frank said. “Wow, who’s the psychopath now?”

      “Shut up,” I said. I met the bartender’s eyes. “Can I get 12 beers with most of them being different types? Like a sampler?”

      “Certainly,” the bartender said. “That will be 75 coppers.”

      I handed him the coins across the bar. “Could you bring the first half of them over once people have arrived?”

      “I can do that.”

      I thanked him, then rejoined House on the benches.

      “To clarify our previous conversation,” House said, “to press pause means to remain inactive on the Raleigh endeavor, correct? So I shall not pursue the project.”

      “You got it,” I said. I heard laughter outside, then footsteps on the porch, then Darling, Rock, and Nina piled into the Guild Hall.

      All three of them were rocking the new titles they’d received from that World-first, and I could tell at a glance that they were in great spirits; even Rock was grinning from ear to ear.

      “The man of the hour!” Darling said.

      “I appreciate that,” Frank said.

      Darling looked like she was about to add something else, but she shrugged it off into a laugh.

      Rock and Nina sat down to either side of House, and Darling plopped down next to me and punched my shoulder hard enough to knock me sideways.

      She thumbed up at her name tag where her First Riftwalker title was displayed. “Seriously—thanks for that. But do you see this title? I mean, do you really see it? How awesome is that?”

      “So glad it worked out,” I said. “Seemed like too good of an opportunity to pass up.”

      “I’ll say.” She put her hands behind her head and stretched. “I can’t even tell you how good it felt when that boss dropped.” She sighed into a smile. “I really wish you could have seen the guild chat when that alert went out. Absolutely lit up.”

      “It really was amazing,” Nina said, while Rock nodded beside her.

      “Speaking of amazing,” I said, pointing at the bartender, who was heading our way with a tray full of tall, frosty glasses.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Nina said. “You’d better tell me that’s what I think it is right now.”

      I grinned. “If you’re thinking it’s beer, then yeah, it is what you think it is. Just a really small thank you for all the help so far. I know it’s kind of lame to buy you beer from your own hall, plus it didn’t even run me a silver but—”

      “Please,” Darling said. “The beer is like, seventy percent of the reason we went with a Guild Hall in the first place. And I don’t know why you’re thanking us after you served us up that Rift on a silver platter. ”

      The bartender set the glasses in front of us and headed back behind the bar.

      I reached down and spun one of the glasses so that I could check for some kind of label or description of what had been poured, but they weren’t marked in any way. “Still, take your pick. Wasn’t sure what you’d want so I just ordered a bunch.”

      “You first,” Darling said. “I insist.”

      “Fair enough.” I poked through a few more of them, then selected the lightest one I could find.

      Frank snorted. “Of course. You would go with the blonde.”

      “Shut up,” I said.

      Darling clicked her tongue, then plucked the darkest of the lot between her thumb and index finger.

      Nina glanced at the glasses, selected a beer on the darker side and handed it to Rock, then grabbed a lighter one for herself and sat back down.

      “I am so disappointed in you, Ned,” Frank said.

      “You’re always disappointed in me,” I said. “It’s the natural state of things. But I don’t get how choosing a light beer affects you. It’s not like you can taste it. Unless you want me to pour some on you?”

      “No!” Frank said. “Dear God no. I already feel sticky just thinking about it.”

      Darling cleared her throat.

      “Anyway!” She raised her glass high. “To the best game ever. Unless someone’s got a better toast?”

      House made to rise, but I shook my head at her because that seemed like an absolute disaster in waiting. One that would probably involve actual toast.

      “Pst,” Frank said, his voice low. “Is it too forward if I propose toasting to my inevitable union with Darling?”

      “Yes,” I said, a bit louder than I should have. I dropped my voice. “A thousand times yes.”

      “Great, watcha got?” Darling said.

      “Heh,” Frank said. “You activated my trap card. And now you gotta toast.”

      I raised my glass high. “To bearded axes who think they’re much funnier than they really are.”

      “Wow,” Frank said as the group clinked glasses. “Rude. Normally I’d dock you several hundred Frank points for that, but I’m holding off because you appealed to my vanity by mentioning my beard.”

      “Nuance matters, right?” I said.

      “Indeed,” Frank said.

      “Funny, but give us a real one,” Darling said.

      “Alright,” I said. “How about this: to the world of EBO. May it become ours sooner rather than later.”

      “I like it,” Nina said as the group toasted again. “That said, I hate to ruin the moment—”

      “No you don’t,” Darling said.

      “True. But am I really the only one that’s hearing somebody thumping around upstairs?”
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      The group exchanged glances.

      “I got nothing,” Darling said.

      “I too can hear the prisoner,” House said. “Given the rhythm of his movements, I believe he is pacing the length of his confines.”

      “We have a prisoner?” Nina said. “That’s so exciting!”

      “Guess things took a turn,” Darling said.

      “Wait, you knew about this?” Nina said.

      “Long story short?” I said. “Vesuvian showed up to negotiate a deal that was utter crap, and when I declined, his goons tried to kill me. I’m not sure what to make of him just yet, haven’t had much time to figure out what he’s all about.

      “Other Kings kinda hung him out to dry, though. So I’m wondering if I can leverage his situation here to get some information out of him.”

      “In the form of a quest,” Frank said.

      I looked down at him. “You didn’t mention that before.”

      “Couldn’t. He’s actually got a couple, but we’re after one in particular that’s a good fit for what we need.”

      “Ooooh!” Nina said. “We should definitely torture it out of him!”

      “That’s what I said!” Frank said. “I suggested breaking his ankles so he couldn’t run away but nooo, Ned just locked him in a room. A nice room, too. He even gave the guy water and food. It’s like, you realize he’s a prisoner, right?”

      “Totally!” Nina said. She popped a thin-bladed dagger into one hand, the tip of which was dripping with thick green liquid. “I vote torture.”

      “Just a tiny bit of torture?” Frank said. “Please?”

      “He said please!” Nina said.

      “Wow,” I said. “I mean… he did ask nicely for once and I’d really like to encourage that, but no. The King is basically a kid, so that’s not happening.”

      Frank sighed. “Closest I’ve come to getting a yes on torture is by offering to feed him sandy grits. I’d barely even enjoy that.”

      I sighed. “And I was fine with that until you mentioned adding glass to the mix.”

      “Well yeah,” Frank said, “but the whole point is pain and suffering. I feel like you’re not getting this.”

      “What if we tickle his feet?” Nina said.

      “Are you volunteering?” Frank said. “I’m really not a foot guy.”

      “Rock could do it!” Nina said, laughing as the big man glowered down at her.

      “I am willing to tickle feet if the group deems it necessary,” House said.

      “Bam, done deal,” Frank said.

      “Look look look!” Nina said, popping a long white feather into one hand. She grabbed House by the wrist and yanked her to her feet, then dragged her up the stairs before I could intervene.

      “If tickling doesn’t work you could always try singing at him,” Darling shouted after them. “Might be a bit inhumane, but it’d probably work.”

      “Not funny!” Nina called back.

      Darling and I both looked to Rock at the same time. The big guy sighed deeply, stood, shrugged, and rumbled off.

      “Rock?” I said. “Could you do me a favor?”

      He looked back at me and nodded, but didn’t stop walking.

      “Please make sure Nina doesn’t actually torture him.” I sent House a quick message along the same lines. “And whatever she does, make sure she stops if he actually offers that quest.”

      “And come get me if he starts bleeding,” Frank said. “I’ll pass on the foot stuff, but if there’s blood I need to be there.”

      Rock glanced between Frank and I, then looked to Darling, who shrugged in return.

      “You heard them, I guess,” Darling said.

      Rock broke into a jog and thumped up the stairs.

      I took a deep pull on my beer. It was fruity and light but also surprisingly bitter, like someone had added an orange rind to it.

      “So how are you doing?” Darling said. “How’s the manhunt, questing, Frank, all of that?”

      “Frank is Frank,” I said.

      “Well said,” Frank replied.

      “The manhunt is uh… a lot. Almost got killed a couple times already, but I’ve got some plans for the long term that I’m excited about. Just have to make it to 15 first.”

      I pulled my Rift Map out of my inventory and spread it across the table. “Check this out. This is where your first came from.”

      “Woah,” she said. “Are these dots what I think they are?”

      “Every single one is a Rift, yeah, and the bigger dots are the Cathedrals.” I tapped the one in the Sands. “Ours is 24% completed, so we’re currently in second.” I tapped Tyrann’s Cathedral out in Koria. “Tyrann’s is already at 43%. So whatever kind of race this is, Tyrann’s winning for now.”

      “But our fearless leader can’t share what that actually means,” Darling said.

      “Not yet,” Frank said.

      Darling scanned the map. “Where did you get this thing?”

      “This was the main reward from finishing that Renown Event. Frank got me a head start there, so I was able to wrap it up before anybody could slow me down. Ended up running into some trouble on the way out but we handled it.”

      She whistled and winked down at Frank. “This is what you had us gearing our tanks for too, huh? Instances and raids. You knew they were coming.”

      “Nailed it,” Frank said.

      “Yeah, I think this is big,” I said. “And the Rifts seem like they’re right up your alley for what you’re trying to accomplish with the guild. Get your name out there with the other heavy hitters in the game’s first major event.”

      “A thousand percent yes,” Darling said. “But what exactly do you think is coming?”

      “I don’t know. Frank doesn’t have much information on it yet. The Cathedrals are clearly important. Maybe they’re timers? Like, if a Cathedral finishes then we move onto the next phase of the event? That’s my best guess so far.”

      “Could be, yeah,” she said. “I guess you don’t have anything on the Red Armory either.”

      “Nope. Name makes me think weapons, though. Maybe we’d get gear that we could use throughout the event or something like that.”

      “You see Tyrann’s latest thing?”

      I sat up a little straighter. “What happened?”

      “Nothing major. He’s been streaming and asking people to consider slowing down on making Ripples.”

      I rocked back in my seat “Did he now?”

      “Yeah, he said everybody should pull together and focus on clearing the Rifts. And that he couldn’t stop his God from arriving but that he’d do his best to delay it for as long as possible.”

      “Yeah, no,” Frank said.

      “Hm?” Darling said.

      “That’s a load of crap,” Frank said. “He could definitely stop his God from showing up. All it would take is the equivalent of waiting to turn in a quest.”

      “Typical,” I said. “Everybody else should hold off on changing the world, but he can’t. Makes me wonder if he knows something we don’t.”

      “Impossible,” Frank said.

      “Makes me wonder if he knows something Frank can’t share,” I clarified.

      “Decidedly more likely.”

      “Anyway, if there are only so many Rifts to go around, that’s more than reason enough to hit them hard while we can. It would probably help us both out to have the guild Rifting in the Sands for now as well; every time a Cultist gets a bit of Renown it moves the Withered Vale toward Tyrann’s religion, and I can’t have that. But if we’re the ones completing, then—”

      “Two stones one bird,” Frank interrupted.

      I sighed. “Sure, whatever.”

      Darling polished off her beer and grabbed another off the tray. “So what are you proposing, exactly?”

      I hesitated. “I guess I was hoping that you three would want to go Rift hunting with me. There are a lot of risks involved but—”

      “Hell yeah! Let’s do it.”

      I blinked at her. “Just like that?”

      “Duh?” she said. “Why would we not want in on that?” She traced her index finger across the map from corner to corner.

      “Well, you’d be working with me. The Rifts are instances, so it’s a lot safer than just running around in a party together, but there’ll still be risks for you guys. A whole lot of risks.”

      “Like what?”

      I shrugged. “People already know we were working together at one point, and if they figure out it’s still happening then you guys might end up getting targeted just as much as I do.

      “Leveling becomes difficult and threatens to become impossible if you fall behind. Maybe people refuse to trade with you, anything you build becomes something you need to protect. All of that.”

      “And you think we’re not willing to risk that?”

      “What, your entire future here?”

      “We threw in with you in the first place because we wanted a future. And so far, that’s been working pretty damn well.” Darling thumbed up at her title again. “I mean, hello?”

      I laughed, then finished my beer. I reached for another light one that nobody had picked.

      “No!” Frank said.

      I pulled up short.

      “Not that one. That one.” I felt him point at an oil-black beer.

      I ignored him and snagged the light one. “Why do you care? You can’t even taste.”

      “What if somebody barges in here and catches us drinking light beer?”

      Darling laughed. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

      “Naturally,” Frank said.

      “We’ll kill them, Frank,” I said. “Before word gets out.”

      “You promise?” he said.

      “Seems like an unrealistic concern, but sure,” I said.

      “Yeah, okay. I’m good with that. Though now I’m conflicted about whether or not I want someone sneaking in here.”

      “Speaking of sneaking,” I said, “I wonder if we could figure out a way to seal this place off like I did with the inn.”

      Darling slapped a hand to her forehead. “Stupid!”

      “Huh?” I said.

      “I don’t get it either,” Frank said, “but I’ll kill you if you offended her.”

      A flush washed up Darling’s neck. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that. We’ve got a plot right out in front, too. We didn’t plant anything there because we didn’t want to draw attention to the mouth of the cave.”

      She tapped a menu I couldn’t see, then a wooden foundation appeared just outside the exit.

      “What’s that?” I said.

      “Tier I house, cheap and easy to build. I doubt it fits as neatly as your inn did, but it should be enough to block the entrance and it’ll be done in a couple hours. We’ll just set the permissions like I did for the hall and use it as a gate.”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      “Anyway,” Darling said. She was beaming and her eyes were bright, just glowing with enthusiasm. “I’m willing to risk just about anything if it means getting out in front and staying there. You keep talking about Tyrann, but you’re at the center of the game just as much as he is, if not more.”

      She tapped the map. “This is exactly the sort of thing we’re after. Getting in on the ground floor of stuff that hasn’t even started yet. This is it, Ned, and this kind of stuff doesn’t happen without you. And Frank, obviously.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “I think we can all agree that that last part is so blatantly obvious that it doesn’t need to be said at this point.”

      “But at the same time,” I said, “Frank would prefer it be said loudly and repeated often.”

      “True on both counts.”

      “Truly the least we could do,” she said. “Do you mind if I take a quick video of this so that I’ve got a copy? Then I can use it to get some other groups Rifting in the sands.”

      “Yeah, go for it. It’s always updating as Rifts spawn and are cleared though, so I’m not sure how useful the video will be in a couple hours.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thanks!” She tapped at the air for a moment, then swept her gaze across the map. “Got it. That’s awesome, thanks. I’m so excited about this. This feels like taking a real step toward something.”

      I smiled. Her enthusiasm was infectious. “I’m glad you’re into it. Just gotta figure out how big we wanna go.”

      I pointed at a seven-person portal way to the south, down in the White Hills. “That’s a D-grade zone, right?”

      “Yep,” Frank said. “Kind of a two-part system: Rifts scale a bit according to the levels of the players who enter them, but harder zones will also have harder Rifts with better rewards.”

      I cracked my knuckles. “That one’s not in the Sands so it won’t help with the conversion angle, but I don’t see any others that big. Might be worth a quick detour.” I eyed Frank. “And maybe it’ll snag you guys an alert for the first Raid-style Rift or something.”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “I’m down but we’d need a full party for something like that,” Darling said. “Imagine you see the problem.”

      “Yeah. That would involve bringing some more people in on what’s actually going on.” I paused. “House is game to fight now for the record, so if it’s me, you, her, Rock, and Nina, we’d just need a tank and a healer.”

      “Looks like both Jukes and Ton are on right now.” She sighed. “Because of course they are.”

      “Still dealing with the tank drama?”

      “Always,” she said. “They’re both good people, just competitive in a way that’s hard to manage.”

      “Can I ask you for a small favor?”

      “Duh.”

      “If it’s cool with you,” I said, “let’s go with Jukes if he’s willing. I liked him. Ton was cool too, but we never interacted much. And maybe that makes the call on who to invite a bit easier on your end?”

      “Just blame everything on Ned,” Frank said. “That’s what I do. Highly recommend.”

      “You can absolutely say it was my request when the time comes,” I said. “I’ve just spent a lot more time talking to Jukes than Ton so I’m more comfortable with that.”

      “I might take you up on that if things take a turn for the worse,” Darling said. “For now though I should really be taking the heat myself, especially with all the secrecy stuff going on. Keeps things simpler. Maybe Zoe too then? You remember her, right?”

      “Yeah, healing over time specialist. I liked her.”

      “She just hit 10 a little bit ago so she’s already done with her class change. Probably the strongest healer we have, everything else aside.” She sipped her beer, then wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “So do you want me to pull the trigger on this? Once they know we’re working together it can’t be undone.”

      I thought of Exo and Nala, the two guild members who had turned on me at the end of our raid together. And I couldn’t help but feel like I was opening that door a second time but at a moment where the consequences could be far, far greater.

      But at the same time, Darling’s reaction to their decision hadn’t left any gray area as to where she stood. Nor had she ever given me even the slightest reason to distrust her.

      “If you trust them,” I said, “then yeah, let’s do it.”

      “Sending. Annnnd yeah! They’re good. You wanna get going?”

      I blinked. “Now? Right now?”

      Darling chugged the rest of her beer then slammed the empty glass onto the table. “Yeah, why not? Unless you’ve got something else planned?”

      “I would follow you anywhere,” Frank mumbled.

      “No, let’s do it,” I said. “I just gotta talk to Lars and find a way to let him down gently. Feels like he might be a little put out by the whole thing, but I don’t want to get him killed and a raid is just too risky for him.”

      “You could just flip it,” Darling said. “I’ll blame you for excluding Ton, you can blame me for excluding Lars. Say it’s my team or something.”

      I thought about that for a moment, then shook my head. “Nah, Lars has had a really rough go of things. I think I’ll just be honest with him and see where that gets me.”

      I heard a sigh from upstairs, which was pretty impressive. Then the whole group clomped their way back down into the common room with House smiling in the lead.

      “After several attempts at tickling the King’s feet while being repeatedly kicked in the face,” she said, “I have succeeded in acquiring the quest.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Really?”

      Nina cocked an eyebrow at her, but House didn’t notice and kept going.

      “I must find a very tall roof,” House said. “Then I am to throw myself off it.”

      I paused. “House, I don’t think that’s a quest.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “That just sounds like a thing he told you to do. He was telling you to kill yourself.”

      “I do not see the difference. What is a quest if not a request to perform an action?”

      “No, that could definitely be a quest,” Frank said. “In fact, I’d probably do it a few times just to make sure. I am also willing to supervise.”

      I rubbed my face. “Frank, not helpful. We’ll pull the quest out of him later when Rifts are fewer and farther between.” I raised my voice. “House, great work. But I need you to abandon that quest.”

      “Understood.”

      “Lame,” Frank said.

      Darling stood up so quickly the bench screeched beneath her.

      “Alright, if you’ve got beer left, go ahead and down it because we’re heading out and meeting back up with Jukes and Zoe.”

      “Already?” Nina said. “Something wrong?”

      “Nope!” Darling said. “We’re going Rifting.”

      “Into it,” Nina said.

      “We could meet out in the ocean and take my Galley,” I said. “Probably the quickest way to do it.”

      “Sure thing,” Darling said. “Thanks for the drinks. Didn’t realize just how badly I needed to sit and relax for a little bit.”

      “You sat and relaxed for all of two minutes,” Nina said.

      “It was a good two minutes,” Darling said.

      “Which group shall I accompany?” House said.

      “Either way,” I said.

      House looked from Darling to me and back again. Then back again, and again, and again.

      “Give her a choice, quick,” Frank said. “She’s gonna break her neck.”

      “Go with them,” I said. “I’ll catch up later.”

      “Excellent,” House said.

      “Careful on your way out,” I said. “And send me a message if somebody’s around when you pop out. I’ll give you a minute to get away regardless.”

      “Ten-four,” Darling said.

      I stayed seated as the group filtered away, chatting amongst themselves while House hung back at an extremely awkward distance.

      Then Nina spotted her, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her forward with far more force than necessary, but still.

      “Look at that,” I said. “House is becoming one of the crew.”

      “They bonded over a torture session,” Frank said. “What else did you expect?”

      “If you say so.” I waited until a message from House came in that said the entrance was clear—a massive improvement from the coast debacle—so I gave the guild a minute to get ahead, then slipped out and mounted up.

      I found Lars and Roly killing a shiny beetle that was almost the size of Roly about twenty feet away. Lars was facing the road to Highwater, launching spear after spear, while Roly slashed away at his opponent with his horn.

      Then Roly planted his feet, and the cannon atop his back began to glow with a greenish light. He lowered his head slightly, then blasted a spike the size of my head out of his cannon and right into the face of his enemy.

      Lars cheered and laughed but kept his focus on raining down spears.

      “Looks like he’s in a good mood,” I said.

      “Yeah, that Spike Cannon’s no joke,” Frank said.

      The mob was already under 30% Health and I didn’t want to be out in the open any longer than necessary, so I drifted into range and finished it off with a Dark Harvest, which sent Lars whirling on me with his flute raised, his fingers flying.

      He relaxed as he noticed it was me, and his face creased into a smile.

      “How’d it go?” he said as he kicked his way over to me through the sand.

      “Pretty great, actually,” I said. “I do have some good news and some bad news though.”

      “Yeah?”

      I opened a trade window with him and dropped my Rift Gems in. “You should take these and head to town and exchange them for some D-grade gear for when you hit 10. Maybe start with your weapon, unless it’s really good. Failing that, choose big items like your chest or your leggings and go down from there.”

      Lars’ face fell, but only a bit. “And the bad news is you’re leaving again, eh?”

      “Just for a little while,” I said. “If things go my way, I should be spending a good bit more time in the Sands in the near future.”

      “It’s not me, right?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “It’s Frank.”

      “Are we talking about me?” Frank said. “I wasn’t listening, but now I’m fully invested in this conversation.”

      “Seriously,” Lars said.

      “Nah, it’s not you,” I said. “You and Roly are doing great. That cannon looks nasty too.”

      “It’s fun. Still requires some set-up, but it’s so nice actually being able to kill things for a change.”

      “I bet,” I said. “But yeah, it’s just the gear thing. We’re headed to a D-grade area, and until you’ve got some better equipment it’s too risky for you.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it, man.”

      He nodded. “Then I’ll let you know when I’m geared up.”

      “Good!” I said. “Looking forward to it. It’s been a blast.”

      He put his hand out, and I shook it.

      “Let me know if you need me to handle anything around here,” he said. “I might try to enter some of the weaker portals and see if I can finish them myself.”

      I fought down the urge to dissuade him. Because, at the end of the day, it was his life.

      “Just be careful. We still don’t know much about them. I do think you can push to a stronger area soon though. That might be safer than solo Rifts.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that,” he said. “Back to the grind for me.”

      “See you soon.”

      “Bye beetle boy,” Frank said. “Bye beetle.”

      “Ugh,” I said. I summoned my bike, hopped in, and gunned it up the dune that concealed the rock formation and the Stronghold within it.

      I glanced around as I flew across the top of the dune but didn’t see any name tags within range, which was a huge relief. I touched down lightly on the downslope but kept on the gas, beelining for the coast with the sand flying behind me.

      I could already smell the salt on the air, and the sun was warm on my skin.

      “Stop that,” Frank said. “You’re doing it again.”

      “What?”

      “Smiling.”

      “I am grinning at best,” I said. “Frickin face police over here.”

      “What good am I if I don’t police your every action?”

      “I would argue that not doing that would make you much more useful. And just more pleasant to be around in general.”

      “Pleasant is not what I aim for.”

      “Oh, I’m aware.”

      I raced up another dune and launched off it, laughing a little as my momentum carried me nearly halfway down the opposite side.

      “This is pretty fun when you’re not super worried about the entire world running you down. Surely you can’t take issue with the fact that riding a magical motorbike is awesome.”

      “Mag—”

      “Yeah yeah, I heard it the moment I said it. What do you think of this plan though? Rifting with the guild and all.”

      “Seems promising,” Frank said.

      “Are you just saying that because it means we’ll be spending more time with Darling?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, at least you’re happy.”

      “You know, I have experienced fleeting moments of happiness these last few days,” Frank said. “I’m still expecting to be bamboozled at any moment, but it’s been a nice change of pace.”

      “Yeah, because you’ve stopped being so much of an asshole.”

      “I resent that.”

      “We both know what you are.”

      “You misunderstand. I resent the fact that you think I’ve stopped.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Yeah, fair.”

      “Maybe I need to get back to my roots of constantly dumping on you.”

      “Or not,” I said. “Quality choice of words, though.”

      “1 Frank point for noticing,” Frank said. “But if you say thanks, you lose 10.”

      “Deal.”
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      I joined back up with the group, and we made our way down the coast and toward the White Hills on my Galley, scooping both Zoe and Jukes along the way.

      After explaining why the Galley looked as if it belonged to Francis—and my plans for the Alias—I hung out in the cabin and used the time to get a bit of info on the Tier II classes that everybody had chosen so I knew what we were working with.

      Darling had gone Hex Hunter, of course, having specialized in Witchcraft as Frank had suggested.

      Jukes had picked up a new specialty as well: Frost Magic, which had turned him into an Ice Dancer.

      At first glance, it had seemed like a bit of a weird choice. He didn’t really have much in the way of Intelligence, and given that he was a dodge-based tank, he was already required to stack both Dexterity and Constitution.

      But the specialization had imparted Frost damage to all of his skills—which came with a stacking snare—and the Frost Armor skill he’d picked up greatly slowed the attack speed of anything that managed to hit him, making it easier for him to avoid subsequent attacks.

      Instead of focusing on a new skill, Nina, Rock, and Zoe had all opted to specialize in something they already had: Nina in Poisoned Blades, Rock in Close Combat, and Zoe in Nature Magic.

      Nina had become a Baneblade, Rock a Stonefist Monk—which seemed especially fitting given the way Rock, well, didn’t speak—and Zoe had turned into a Raincaller.

      Each of those three had picked up another skill too, though as they hadn’t chosen to specialize in them, they’d only snagged a couple of minor abilities rather than having the skills completely alter their playstyle.

      Nina had gone for Fire Magic there, Rock had snagged Earth Magic, and Zoe had gone with Summoning.

      But just as I was about to ask what kind of abilities they’d picked up, Nina shouted “land ho” way, way louder than was strictly necessary.

      Especially given the fact that we’d been following the coastline literally the entire time.

      “You heard her,” Darling said. “And so did everybody else within a two-mile radius. Let’s get ready to head out. Summon your boats off to the side if you got ’em. Ned’s going to stay with the Galley for a moment to give us all a head start, then he’ll catch up to avoid being seen with us.”

      “You heard the woman,” Frank said. “Hand me over.”

      “You’re staying with me, Frank,” I said.

      “Honestly. What did I do to deserve this?”

      “You did a lot to deserve this. In fact, you do things that deserve worse on an hourly basis.”

      “Meh. I could still do worse.”

      “You have done worse. Repeatedly, and without apologizing.”

      He laughed. “True.”

      I watched Darling and House and company climb down into three small sailboats and make for the White Hills, where the ground was pale and lined with deep crevices.

      The cracks were colorful, though, full of blooming flowers and long grasses that provided shocks of color against the white landscape: verdant greens, bright purples, the occasional flash of blue.

      I waited until the group was out of sight, slipped out of a window that faced the open ocean, then swam beneath the boat and unsummoned it.

      I swam to shore, patted my clothes to get a bit of the water out of them, then mounted up and let the wind dry me off.

      The going was treacherous compared to the sands: though the white stone ground made for easy riding, the cracks were both deep and omnipresent, and while the weeds and flowers were beautiful, they also hid the scope of the fissures they sprang from.

      I cruised alongside a particularly wide gap and glanced down over the edge as I went. And no matter how hard I squinted, I could see nothing that resembled a bottom.

      “Yikes,” I said as I steered the bike around a tightly packed pile of rocks. “Those things run deep.”

      “Look out!” Frank said. “The rocks!”

      I swerved hard to the right, and my bike came dangerously close to tipping. The rock formation shuddered and unfurled, and the boulders rolled together and organized themselves into a hulking golem.

      I inspected the creature.

      
        
        {Wandering Cairn} (Level 11 Construct)

        HP: 3,400/3,400

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      “Lotta Health,” I said as I sped by it. “Can you keep an eye on it while I drive? I can’t look away with all these cracks to worry about.”

      “Flying rock coming in hot on your right,” Frank said.

      I steered the bike left and up over a small rock that acted like a ramp and sent me soaring over a narrow crevice.

      The projectile smashed into the stone a few feet beside me, leaving a great web of cracks behind before it went rolling down into a fissure and disappeared, bouncing off the walls and echoing deeply.

      “Brake!” Frank said.

      I hit the brakes hard, and the force of the stop caused the rear of the bike to lift slightly. A shadow soared over my head, then an even larger rock smashed down about ten feet in front of me, exactly where I would have been.

      “Oof,” I said, gunning the bike through the shards of stone the projectile had left behind, dust streaming across my face. “Well spotted.”

      “Next one’s coming up short. We’re out of range.”

      “Thanks.”

      I hit a narrow straightaway lined by violet flowers to either side, so I pulled up my mini map and threw on the Rift overlay.

      A party invite from Darling came in then, so I accepted it and found a series of green dots clustered to the west. The dots disappeared as I rode on, so I figured they were popping into the Rift before I arrived.

      I also got a quick message from House stating that while the portal was clear, they’d seen a few people grinding golems to the south of it.

      I reread the message, blinking at its contents.

      “You seeing this?” I said as I left the straightaway and hung a hard right turn, wanting to come at the portal from another angle. “House used the word grinding correctly.”

      “I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Frank said. “You can mine dead golems. She probably just saw somebody using a mining tool and got confused.”

      “You can mine them for Stone?” I said.

      “Yup. Low level materials, but it adds up.”

      “Better than running around and not killing things in the pursuit of veins.”

      Frank grunted. “Well said.”

      I headed for the portal, making sure to give the area to its south a wide berth. I spotted the players in question after a bit more riding, though for once I lucked out in that they seemed uninterested in the Rift.

      I navigated around a few more rock formations—golems in waiting—but reached the portal without incident, so I hopped off my bike and jumped in.

      Light flared as I entered a new area, so bright that averting my eyes wasn’t enough. The sun was bearing down, huge in the sky, and no matter how many times I blinked I couldn’t clear the image of it from my vision.

      “Takes a while to adjust,” Darling said from nearby. “But the view is worth it.”

      I nudged Frank slightly.

      “What?”

      I dropped my voice. “That was a good opportunity to say something smooth.”

      “Bah,” Frank said. “And now too much time has passed. I hate it when you’re right.”

      “Happening more and more often these days.”

      I squinted around, trying to get my bearings, but the sand was pure white, and it reflected so much sunlight that it almost seemed to glow.

      The heat was incredible too, dry and oppressive, and between the hot air and the reflected sunlight I felt like I was being baked from two different directions at the same time.

      As the blurriness faded from my vision, though, a cool wind blew across my face and a gatehouse set into a towering clay wall resolved in front of me. The gate itself was made of vertical logs that had been painted black and strapped tightly together.

      I rubbed my eyes for what already felt like the ten-thousandth time. Then Jukes stepped up in front of me and gave me a fist bump.

      “Good to see ya,” he said.

      Zoe waved from up near the gatehouse. “Likewise!”

      “Happy to have you here,” I said. “Appreciate the flexibility, didn’t give you guys much of a heads up.”

      “All good,” Jukes said. “I wondered about that so-called split, didn’t get it. Raid seemed like it went well aside from Exo and Nala up and bailing.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Yeah. Wasn’t much of a split in truth. Was just being cautious.”

      Darling winked at me. “Some people are slower to trust than others.”

      “Get wrecked,” Frank said. But at least he did so quietly.

      “Oh,” Zoe said from directly beside the gate. “There’s a lever made out of a spine over here. Should I pull it?”

      “That seems like a great idea,” Nina said. “Somebody go yank on that spine lever immediately. No way that goes badly for us.”

      “One sec,” Darling said, stepping up beside me. “It looks like whatever we’re after is probably on the other side of this gate, but let’s take a minute and make sure that—”

      Darling trailed off as something mechanical groaned from deep within the gatehouse.

      “I have activated the spinal lever as Nina requested,” House said.

      Nina covered her face with both hands.

      “Well then,” Darling said. “I guess that makes things simpler. In we go.”

      House cocked her head—hopefully sensing the displeasure in Darling’s tone—then frowned. “In hindsight, it is now clear to me that I should not have pulled the spinal lever.”

      Darling and Jukes moved toward the gate, and House retreated slightly. I bumped up next to her.

      “I do not understand,” she said.

      I shrugged. “That was sarcasm on Nina’s part. When she said nothing bad was going to happen, she actually meant that something bad was guaranteed to happen.”

      House cocked her head again. “She meant the opposite of what she said?”

      “Yeah. Again, it’s sarcasm. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You just need context,” Frank said. “Like if I say, hey Ned, I respect you, that’s sarcasm. Because you know that I openly loathe him, that sentence isn’t true.”

      “My confusion is deepening,” House said. “Why would someone say something that is the opposite of what they mean with no clarification? Would it not be better to clarify your sarcasm ahead of time so that it was not missed?”

      I chuckled as the gate shuddered, then lifted up out of the ground.

      “Like I said, don’t worry about it. Sarcasm is, like, humanity on hard mode. We’ll get you there.”

      “I am now doubting everything that everyone has ever said to me.”

      “Normal.”

      “Maybe if you’re a chump,” Frank said. “Personally, I never think about anything I’ve said or done. Unless it’s awesome. Then I’m never not thinking about it.”

      “I feel like your brain is just a constant feedback loop of self-praise,” I said.

      “And?”

      “You two done over there?” Darling said.

      “Oh, good going,” Frank said. “You got us in trouble.”

      “I got us in trouble?” I said.

      “Well,” Darling said, “even if you aren’t done bickering, you ought to come take a look at this.”

      I jogged through the entryway and slipped between Darling and Jukes.

      The gatehouse was perched on the rim of a massive crater in which a vast city had been built, a labyrinth of brown, mud-brick walls and squat homes that hugged the crater’s slopes.

      Torches lined the streets and alleyways despite the daylight, and the sun was positioned nearly perfectly over the center of the crater, causing my shadow to pool at my feet.

      A twenty-foot-wide staircase made of packed mud stretched out beneath me and ran all the way down to the middle of the city.

      And while the city itself appeared abandoned—a fruit cart lay on its side in the street below, flies buzzing above its rotting, spilled contents, and tumbleweeds were gathering against the walls of several buildings nearby—the center of the crater below was not.

      At the very bottom of the staircase, a great mob of lizardmen danced around a rectangular pool of azure water, and though there was no wind to speak of, the waters were splashing about in every direction, gouting up over the sides of the pool and drenching those closest to it.

      The dancers who were situated farthest from the pool wore harnesses fitted with drums, and though they were beating away at them, I couldn’t yet make out the rhythm.

      A slim, robed lizardman with an especially long tail hovered several feet above the center of the pool, conducting the waves like a maestro.

      I inspected the figure.

      
        
        {Zol’gar, Scion of Red Waters} (Level 9 Humanoid) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 45,000/45,000

        MP: 200,000/200,000

      

      

      As soon as Darling took a single step down the stairwell, another prompt followed.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Descent} (Rift Quest) (Raid Quest)

        Objective: Fight your way through the Flesheaters that have captured the Sunken City and execute Zol’gar!

        Reward: Experience, Renown, Rift Gems, and three pieces of class-appropriate gear.

      

      

      “Three pieces of gear!” Nina said. “Oh, hell yes! I love this place already.”

      “Buffs if you got ’em,” Darling said. She drew her huge sword and pointed it down the stairwell. “Food, drinks, everything you got. Anything that gives sustain will probably be ideal—seems like we’re in for a long fight.”

      I opened a trade window with everyone and dumped what was left of my old shots, divvied out according to what they’d be able to use.

      “Thanks,” Darling said. “Any new ones there?”

      “New profession,” I said. I linked the Rune of the Stony Raven that I was still using so everybody could check it out.

      “Ohh,” Jukes said. “That’s pretty cool.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “More specialized for sure. Downside is that the recipes I learn are class-specific, but I’ve already found one for Lars so hopefully I can snag some for you guys here as well. I’ve got a good number of Gems on me so I should be able to make at least one if something cool drops.”

      Then something else struck me. “Oh, one more thing.”

      I sent out another round of trade windows and handed out all of the extra gear I’d picked up but couldn’t use and dismissed their attempts to pay for it.

      “This is just me,” Zoe said.

      I cocked my head at her, but then four dark clouds formed above our heads. I looked up, and a few drops of warm rain spattered my face, causing me to pick up a new buff.

      
        
        {Energizing Rain}

        You regenerate 3% of your Health and Mana every 5 seconds for 15 minutes. This effect applies regardless of combat status.

      

      

      “Nice,” I said. “Just the sort of thing we need.”

      “Just be careful not to die,” Zoe said. “Thirty-minute cooldown.”

      “On that note,” Darling said, “I say we get started.”

      House elbowed me in the ribs, just as Darling had earlier. “I am unsure as to what I am supposed to do.”

      “Kill the bad guys,” Frank said. “Keep the good guys from dying.”

      “Pretty much,” I said. “We’re all in the dark here, House, but I’ll help you out as we go if you can stay close.”

      Then I realized Darling was looking at me, waiting.

      “Sorry. We’re all good over here.”

      “Let’s form up then,” she said. “Jukes will hold down the front while Rock and I back him up.”

      I stepped to the side of the stairwell, where it dropped off some twenty feet to the ground below. “I’ve got a knockback now too,” I said. “Might be useful if something strong pops through the line.”

      “True,” Darling said. “Maybe you could pump some area of effect damage and peel off Zoe if need be? If we need you to burn we’ll call it out, but I remember your aggro being a bit of an issue before.”

      “For sure,” I said. “Probably be even worse at my current level but I’ll be careful.”

      “That just leaves House,” Darling said. “Not quite sure where to put her.”

      “I’ll help her out. She’s got good utility and some decent area of effect damage.”

      “Seems like a lot to put on your plate.”

      “I’ll let you know if it’s too much. But I think it’ll be okay.”

      “You should give her another priority list,” Frank said. “She’ll be able to parse that a lot better than real-time instructions.”

      I inclined my head. “That makes sense, actually, thanks. House?”

      “I am House.”

      “Right. Your top priority is to keep Zoe alive with your healing bots. We don’t want her choosing between keeping herself up and healing Jukes. Jukes is your second priority; if the damage he’s taking starts to outpace Zoe’s healing but Zoe herself is fine, that’s your task.”

      “And if neither of those situations is occurring?”

      “If anybody else is taking damage and forcing Zoe to heal them, help her out with your bots. Failing that, as Frank would say, murder as much stuff as possible, preferably with fire.”

      “I appreciate having a list,” House said.

      I nodded at Darling. “Let’s do it.”

      “Alright Jukes,” she said. “Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jukes rolled his shoulders, then took one long step down the stairwell.

      The drummers doubled their efforts and the rhythm reached us as if it had become directional, a quick beat that I could feel deep in my chest.

      Those closest to the base of the stairwell rushed up it, a mob of lizardmen garbed in bloody rags that howled and screamed as they approached.

      I loaded my blunderbuss as the mob of enemies closed in, then switched to my pistols and got a pair of blasts ready, overcharging one of them.

      “Anything I freeze has a higher chance to get crit!” Jukes called out as the crowd reached the halfway point.

      I peered around and through the incoming creatures; a good number were approaching, but the bulk of the lizardmen were still dancing around the pool.

      “Looks like we’re dealing with waves,” I said, “or just a gradual influx.”

      “Get ready!” Darling said. “Here they come!”

      I took aim at the densest part of the crowd and inspected the oncoming force, most of which were quite weak.

      
        
        {Flesheater Devout} (Level 9 Humanoid)

        HP: 600/600

        MP: 200/200

      

      

      But there were a number of taller figures in the crowd as well, and they were far stronger.

      
        
        {Flesheater Zealot} (Level 9 Humanoid) (Veteran)

        HP: 2,500/2,500

        MP: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      “Zealots are probably spellcasters,” I called out. “Might wanna drop them first.”

      “Glad to see you’re finally coming around to mage murder,” Frank said. “Took you long enough.”

      Jukes raised his staff high—a solid black rod capped by iron spheres at either end—and held it out with both hands.

      A cast bar appeared above his head for a spell called Hateful Ice, and while it completed in about a half-second and a helix of frost was already swirling around him, he held the spell as the enemies approached.

      “Wait for the wave!” he said.

      I aimed at one of the Veteran mobs but held my spells as he’d asked. A few mobs sprinted right by him and I was tempted to engage, but Jukes didn’t panic, so I held my ground.

      Then he smashed his staff into the stairwell and an icy blue wave surged out from him, cresting shoulder-high.

      The spell dealt damage in the low double digits, but the effect was potent nonetheless: eight, maybe nine mobs stood frozen in place from the waist down while a debuff ticked beside their nameplates.

      
        
        {Hateful Ice}

        Targets afflicted by {Hateful Ice} are rooted for 5 seconds. For the duration of the spell, all Threat generated against targets afflicted by {Hateful Ice} is transferred to the Ice Dancer who cast it.

      

      

      I pumped a fist as the ability registered. If all of the Threat I caused was transferred to Jukes, then the fact that my spells caused a ton of aggro could actually help us out for once.

      “Unload!” Jukes said.

      I took a few quick steps sideways and placed myself just in front of Zoe. I lined up both of my shots so that they’d catch two Veteran mobs, then let the piercing ravens rip through the crowd and down the stairs for nearly a thousand total damage.

      I didn’t feel even a trace of aggro, so I let fly with another pair, then dropped an injured mob with Dark Harvest and wiped out four more lizardmen with the splash damage.

      Jukes rolled from one cluster of mobs to the next, lashing out with his staff as he went, the ends of which frosted over with increasingly blue runes as he fought on.

      Rock and Darling fought to either side of Jukes, catching the weaker mobs and dropping them in a flurry of blows while Nina darted from target to target, prioritizing and dotting up the more dangerous mobs and leaving rapidly depleting Health bars behind her.

      Thunder boomed overhead as the skies directly above us darkened, then bright green rain fell from above, causing small purple flowers to bloom all across the stairs.

      A cloud of cool, thin mist rolled over me, hovered for a moment, then moved onto Darling, who’d dropped below 80% Health while tangling with a Veteran.

      House was a little late, but she chipped in with two turrets and a trio of healing bots that hovered over to Jukes and bathed him in light.

      “House,” I said, “can you put that snaring turret out? The sludge one?”

      “Affirmative,” House said. She made a fist and combined the two turrets she had, then dropped a Sludgesling Turret near the front line just behind Jukes.

      Her snaring turret blasted the nearest mobs with a jet of black liquid, and the Spitfire Turret she’d created set a number of them on fire.

      The damage was quite high—maybe double what I’d seen back in the Rift with Lars and House—which made me think that the mobs might be weak to fire.

      But what really surprised me was that several of the Veteran Flesheaters seemed to be bursting into flames before the Spitfire Turret had even had a chance to touch them.

      “Jukes is holding steady around 90%,” Frank said. “Zoe’s good for now. We’ve cleared maybe 10% of the mobs.”

      I surveyed the battlefield and threw two piercing blasts into the densest region of the oncoming rush. Nina hooted as a Veteran went down, then again as Darling dropped two more with a flurry of attacks that left green slashes hanging in the air.

      A Veteran slipped between Rock and Jukes and pathed toward Zoe, so I hit it with a Dreadful Shot and sent it fleeing right back down the stairway.

      Rock slammed a fist into the ground, and a narrow wave of stone ripped out toward the mob I’d feared and erupted beneath its feet.

      A stone pillar shot up underneath the mob like a piston and launched it back in Rock’s direction. He wound up a haymaker and smashed it out of the air with a stone-covered fist that sent the mob cartwheeling right back down the steps.

      The remaining Veterans dropped in short order, and we took to mopping up the stragglers, each of which lasted only seconds beneath the group’s focused attacks.

      I hit one of the last remaining creatures with a Dark Harvest, and the splash damage killed two more, ending the fight for a moment at least.

      “Nina, do you have fire damage that I’m not seeing somewhere?” I said. “I’m trying to figure out why those Veterans were flaming up.”

      Nina smirked. “Once I’ve got two poisons rolling on a single target, they gain a chance to take fire damage with each tick. Got it from picking up Fire Magic.”

      “That must be working with House’s Sludgesling Turret,” I said. “That oil-slinging one turns everything flammable, and I think these lizardmen are weak to fire. Normally her DoT doesn’t hit this hard but it’s doing serious work.”

      “I hate to say it,” Frank said, “but he’s not wrong.”

      “Would it really hurt you to say I’m right?”

      “Yes. That’s why I phrased it the way I did.”

      Nina’s eyes went wide. “You’re saying I can set things on fire? House, you rock.”

      “No, I am House” House said. “Rock is over there.”

      “Pain,” Frank said under his breath.

      “Anybody dropping combat?” Zoe said. “I’m trying to drink to get some Mana back but it’s not letting me.”

      Jukes pointed his staff down the stairs, where a trio of Flesheaters were scrambling up toward us. “I’ve still got aggro. Kinda surprising given the distance.”

      I readied and loosed two piercing blasts for 170 a pop on the first hit and a bit less on the follow ups, then Shadedrifted down and disoriented all three of the newcomers.

      I popped my blunderbuss out and lit up the mob with the highest Health with an instant blast at point-blank range for 452, then followed up with a Harvest that wiped the trio out and sent all three crumpling to the ground simultaneously.

      I turned and ran back up the stairs. “That do it?”

      Darling stared at me, her mouth slightly open, the gap in her teeth plain as day. “Was that a shotgun? When the hell did you get a shotgun?”

      “No aggro here,” Jukes said, “but I’m still locked in combat.”

      “Same,” Zoe said.

      “Blunderbuss dropped around level 10. I bet the combat thing is just a mechanic—we’re not going to be able to eat or drink until we’re done.”

      I squinted down the stairs. A few more Flesheaters were trickling toward us while a crowd had formed just beneath the stairwell, where maybe twenty of the weaker Devouts were staring up at us with ten Veteran Zealots arranged in a line behind them.

      “What do we think about moving down a bit?” I said. “It would give us more room to pull back if needed.”

      “Why would we pull back?” Frank said. “That makes no sense. I say we rush down the stairs as quickly as possible, knowing that regardless of whether we live or die, the result will be glorious.”

      Darling stabbed her sword into the ground point-down and leaned on it with two hands. “Is that a hint? Are we supposed to clear this as quickly as possible?”

      “I’m thinking no,” I said.

      “It’s a hint about how to be awesome,” Frank said.

      Darling stuck out her lower lip and affected an overly dramatic pout. “You don’t think I’m awesome, Frank?”

      “What?” Frank said. “No. I mean, yes. I mean…” he trailed off, then dropped his voice. “Help.”

      I stifled a laugh, hoping he wouldn’t hear it. “Really, that’s it? That’s all it takes to get you flustered?”

      “My face feels weird and I don’t like it.”

      “Probably blushing,” I said. I glanced down at him. “Oh yeah, your blade’s all hot and bothered. I can see it.”

      “No it isn’t. I have one shade, and it’s steely.”

      “Break’s over, we’ve got incoming,” Darling said. “Same plan, but yeah, let’s push down a bit before we engage. House, if you could keep using that Sludgesling Turret, that’d be great. That fire damage really adds up with Nina’s poisons.”

      “Affirmative,” House said.

      Darling swung her sword up and settled it across her shoulders. “In the meantime, I’ll just be standing over here, devastated because Frank thinks I’m lame.”

      “Oh God, what have I done?” Frank said. “I just ruined that poor girl’s life.”

      “You really didn’t,” I said. “She’s just messing with you.”

      “Why would she do that?” Frank said. “That makes no sense.”

      “Why do you mess with me?”

      “Because it’s hilarious? Because I find your existence objectionable? Do you want me to keep going? Because I can go all day.”

      “Because it’s hilarious,” I repeated. “Think it through, Frank.”

      I loaded up another pair of spells into my blunderbuss.

      “That’s a bad analogy,” Frank said. “Messing with me isn’t funny.”

      “Maybe not to you,” I said. I swapped the blunderbuss away and readied my pistols, though being stuck in combat meant I couldn’t overcharge. “Besides, does she look upset?”

      Darling took a quick step to the right, then put her hips into a wicked horizontal strike that sent a stray Devout flying off the side of the stairwell. She surveyed the group below, her dark armor spotted with blood. “Wave’s surging up. Positions!”

      “She hides her pain so well,” Frank said. “So admirable.”

      “Oh God,” I said. “Forget it. Jukes, is Hateful Ice available or is it on cooldown?”

      He raised his staff high again and completed the cast, then held it.

      “Pulling with it!”

      “House,” I said, “drop a Sludgesling Turret in the dead center of the staircase about halfway down. Make sure they can’t get around it without getting sprayed.”

      House did just that, with zero hesitation. She might not have been putting out the damage the other group members were pumping out—though her fire DoT definitely helped—but she was a damn good listener.

      I targeted a Devout near the front of the group and launched both blasts its way, chunking it for 190 and a 382 crit, which put it in Harvest range. Then I repeated the process with another Devout on the other side of the crowd and waited for Jukes to make his move.

      He sent another icy wave rolling through the crowd, so I targeted the first mob I’d injured and finished it with a Harvest—splashing nearly 500 damage across every nearby mob and spiking Juke’s aggro tremendously—then repeated the process on the second after the cooldown reset, then Double Casted a third copy and blew a huge gap into the creatures’ ranks.

      Jukes rolled sideways and put his back to the edge of the stairwell, forcing the creatures to attack him from the front so that he could dodge more easily.

      It also had the effect of grouping them up, which made my piercing ravens even deadlier than usual.

      Darling and Rock took advantage of the tightly grouped mobs too, with Darling flashing out a series of wide, sweeping strikes with her sword that caught multiple targets while Rock used some sort of melee skill that sent a quartet of stony fists ripping out of the ground and flying alongside his own with every hook and jab he threw.

      Nina was struggling, though, being forced to stick to the outskirts of the gathered crowd and DoT them up one at a time.

      One of the Veteran mobs made a strange gesture at low Health, then sank to the floor with its legs crossed. The lizardman flashed red, then exploded in a burst of gore, stunning Jukes and preventing him from dodging.

      “Three-second stun caught Jukes and Rock,” Frank said.

      Juke’s Health plummeted as the countless blows that he’d been bending and weaving around suddenly found purchase.

      I was about to shout at House to get her bots on him, but three of her spheres had already whizzed over my head before I could get the words out.

      The trio of spheres began to glow, then they ripped apart and reformed into one basketball-sized sphere that hovered directly above Jukes and bathed him in a tight cone of golden light.

      His Health kept dropping beneath the onslaught, but the tide had definitely slowed.

      “Healing Wave incoming!” Zoe said.

      A chest-high wave of green, spectral water gushed down the stairs. It swept directly over the gathered mobs without damaging them or even making contact, but it sent huge green numbers flying above my groupmates’ heads on contact: 1302, 1100, 1062.

      Jukes’ Health jumped back to nearly 100% and the stun faded, the fight stabilized, and we got back to mopping the wave up.

      But then another Veteran dropped to the ground in the same way. Thankfully, I’d been waiting for that.

      I fired a Fettering Shot and stunned the creature just as it sat down, then moved in close and swapped to my blunderbuss.

      Two quick blasts dropped the mob before it had a chance to explode, and we polished off the rest of the wave without incident.

      “Zoe’s mana dropped to 60%,” Frank said. “Healing Wave has a long cooldown and a steep cost.”

      “Crazy strong though,” I said.

      We pushed down the stairs, engaging the stragglers that were still heading toward us while the third wave built far below.

      “You guys got this for a second?” I said. “I’ve got an idea for something that might speed this up a bit.”

      “Until the wave hits, sure,” Darling said. “There’s two new mobs down there that look especially nasty.”

      She was right, of course: two thin mobs towered at either side of the base of the stairway, standing head and shoulders over the massing crowd. I inspected one of them.

      
        
        {Flesheater Champion} (Level 10 Humanoid) (Elite)

        HP: 4,500/4,500

        MP: 20,000/20,000

      

      

      “More casters for sure,” I said. “I’ll just take a second.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened up my profession menu and eyed the Firebird Rune I’d received earlier.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Firebird} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Your {Ravenblast} now deals Fire damage.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I crafted one of those up right away—which bumped my skill in Soulsmithing up to 59—and unlocked a new recipe.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Shattering} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Striking the same target with Ravenblast 2 times within 5 seconds will freeze them in place, immobilizing them for 3 seconds. Frozen targets are 50% more likely to suffer critical strikes, but this effect breaks on damage. Targets may only be frozen once per minute and freeze chance is reduced against hostile players.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I skimmed the prompt, then applied my Firebird Rune to my mainhand pistol. Doing that meant losing the instant stun effect on Fettering Shot, but the exchange seemed more than worth it if it meant chucking fiery, piercing blasts through wave after wave of tightly clustered mobs.

      I stored two more blasts in my blunderbuss, then ran down to the others and caught back up just as Jukes, Nina, and Rock were about to engage the third wave.

      “House,” I said, “Can you put a Sludgesling near Jukes? I’ll say when.”

      “Understood.”

      Jukes rolled into position and raised his weapon high, preparing to snare the next wave with another Hateful Ice.

      “Now, House!” I said. But she only turned and stared at me, twitching slightly.

      “You need to literally say when,” Frank said.

      “When!”

      House tossed her Sludgesling the very moment the word was fully out, and the turret expanded and went to work.

      I stepped forward with my weapons raised as Jukes iced another group and House’s turret oiled them up, but instead of trying to burst spells in a narrow line, I aimed my two blasts at two different areas, aiming to cover as much ground as possible.

      I released two shots and a pair of fiery birds ripped out of my weapons, leaving both barrels glowing red behind them.

      The blazing spells punched through the enemy lines and tagged several mobs at once, igniting two full columns that House had doused with sludge.

      I blanketed the entire group from there as Jukes repositioned his targets, igniting mobs left and right and causing digital clouds of numbers to bloom above the wave as the mobs smoldered and burned.

      My blasts were hitting for an incredible amount of damage now that they were fire-based—each initial blast was doing upward of 250, with the follow-ups hitting in the low 100s—and between my spells and House’s fire DoT, I quickly found myself squinting through the heat.

      But the two thin Elites were still approaching, hands held out to their sides, dark magic swirling between their fingers.

      Cast bars appeared above their heads. The spells read Spectral Reap, which did not sound promising.

      “Crowd control going out on the one on the left!” Jukes said. He stomped a heel into the floor and a thin line of ice streaked down the stairs, leaving a slick path behind and causing a number of the weaker mobs to stagger or even fall as they approached.

      The spell reached the casting Elite and formed a circle around him, then a two-foot-wide pillar of ice erupted out of the floor and froze him in place.

      “Burn the other Elite!” Darling said.

      I popped my blunderbuss into my hands, turned, and Shadedrifted directly through the burning crowd, all of whom were jostling and falling over one another in an attempt to get closer to Jukes.

      I passed right through the casting Elite and disoriented it, and while Darling and Nina crashed into it a moment later and immediately broke my spell’s effect, I’d succeeded in canceling its cast.

      “Jukes’ freeze will only hold for a few more seconds,” Frank said.

      I dashed over and positioned myself behind the Elite in question, waited for the freeze to fade, then pressed the barrel of my blunderbuss between the mob’s shoulder blades and activated Dreadful Shot, which sent the mob racing up the stairwell and into the path of House’s turret.

      But then an aura of shadowy energy erupted around the creature and the fear icon above its head winked out.

      It whirled on Zoe and started up another Spectral Reap.

      “Not good!” Frank said. “It purged your fear!”

      I ran up the stairwell and switched to my pistols, then lit the mob up with a pair of burning birds, hoping to draw the aggro onto myself, but to no avail.

      I switched back to my blunderbuss and blasted the Elite with back-to-back spells at close range, and though I felt my threat spike, it still wasn’t enough—and the mob’s cast was nearing completion.

      I put on a burst of speed, dashed right in front of the Elite, then activated Repel and smashed the butt of my blunderbuss into its chest.

      The mob flew off the side of the stairwell and smashed into one of the homes below. I thought the problem was solved for now, but the creature stood up and ran for the base of the stairwell, where a fourth wave was building.

      It ran right into the crowd, and a colossal weight settled upon my shoulders. That mob had pulled every single creature that remained.

      “We have incoming!” I said. “Last big push!”

      The other members of the group finished off the remaining Elite, but that still left us with a number of mobs to deal with, plus the approaching wave below.

      “Can you buy us time to thin this wave before the next hits?” Darling said.

      I nodded and took off down the stairwell. “House, with me!”

      She was quick as always, running beside me within the space of two breaths.

      “What happens if you combine two Sludgeslings?” I said as we pelted down the steps.

      “I am not sure,” House said.

      “It’s time to find out,” I said. “Get ’em out as far down the stairs as you can! We just need to stall so the group can reset and get back into position!”

      “Understood,” House said. She threw out two black discs, and the two chunks of metal bounced down the stairs then formed into their respective turrets as they hit max range.

      She activated the ability and the Sludgesling Turret blew apart, its pieces flying toward the remaining turret and forming a new one.

      
        
        {Oilslick Turret}

        Creates a ten-foot-wide Flammable circle of oil that slows the movement speed of all enemies who stand within it by 60%. This turret lasts 20 seconds.

      

      

      The new turret aimed a steady stream of black oil just in front of the approaching stampede, coating the stairs in oozing black liquid.

      I sent a pair of Firebirds soaring low over the pool, and the embers that trailed behind the spells dropped into the black liquid. An orange blaze roared up, so hot that it forced me into an involuntary step backward.

      I eyed the burning pool, but I couldn’t see through the thick smoke and towering flames. For a moment, it seemed like we’d succeeded: the mobs seemed to be holding off, wary of wading through the burning pitch.

      Then a number of hazy figures howled and pressed through the smoky blaze, their outlines dim and shadowy.

      “House, get back!” I said as I sent two more ravens piercing through the crowd. “And drop another Sludgesling on this side of the pool when I say when.”

      She threw me a cautious glance.

      “I know, I’ll say when this time,”

      “Excellent,” House said.

      I kept the birds coming, peppering in Dark Harvests whenever the opportunity presented itself. And while the damage was definitely adding up—the weaker mobs were dying at a quick clip—this wave had a number of Veterans that were going to overrun House and me without help.

      “Almost done back here!” Darling called out.

      The Elite from earlier stepped fully out of the blaze, flames parting around a dark shield that rose from around his feet.

      He started another Spectral Reap, so I hit him with a Dreadful Shot to lock him down for the moment.

      Then a second Elite stepped out of the flames with an identical shield protecting him.

      “Really losing ground down here!” I said.

      More of the weaker mobs surged forward out of the burning oil, and I took the opportunity to hit one of the especially damaged ones with a Dark Harvest to finish it off and pump up my absorption shield.

      House was fighting up front, smashing the burning mobs with her mace and trying to prevent them from getting past us.

      “How’s my vamp barrier?” I said, not wanting to take my eyes off the creatures in front of me.

      “1400 right now,” Frank said. “No credit for House’s DoT.”

      I cursed as two Elites readied a pair of Spectral Reaps. They were both aiming in my direction, and I wasn’t going to be able to stop them.

      So I just kept blasting away, sending lines of fire ripping through the crowd while I waited for the Elites to complete their spells.

      Wicked black projectiles formed between their hands, shadowy drills that started spinning as the spells reached completion. The projectiles launched forward almost in unison with a burst of black magic erupting behind them.

      I waited as long as I dared, then Shadedrifted backward, eating both of the spells but only taking 18 damage total.

      The damage was negligible, but given that Shadedrift reduced the damage I took by 99% while the skill was active, that meant a single Reap would normally have hit me for 900 damage and one-shotted me from full Health.

      I popped back into place about twenty yards below the group, who must have finally finished off the third wave because all five of them were sprinting down in our direction with Jukes and Darling in the lead.

      “Careful with the Reaps!” I said. “Jukes probably has enough Health to survive one of them, but I doubt anybody else does. They’re clocking in around a thousand a piece and I’ve got good jewelry.”

      Nina pointed a dagger down the stairway as she ran by. “What the hell did you guys do?”

      The fiery pitch was still burning, and the column of black smoke it had thrown off was rising high into the air.

      But bodies littered the ground beyond and around it, and the weaker mobs were still collapsing and dying as they pushed through the last reaches of the burning swath.

      House had even gotten another Sludgesling Turret up—though I hadn’t had time to ask in the chaos of the fight—and it was slowing the few mobs who’d made it out, including the Elites that remained.

      Jukes rolled between House and me and readied another Hateful Ice.

      The group managed to reform from there, with Rock and Darling leaping back into the front lines while Nina and Zoe arrived a few moments later.

      Jukes activated his Hateful Ice ability and the group went to work, popping cooldowns and doing as much damage as possible while Threat was a non-issue.

      Most of the weaker mobs were already dead and the Veterans that remained were dropped in short order, but the trio of Elites and their dark shields made them tough to deal with; they recast the spells every minute or so, which forced us to blow through them to get at their Health pools.

      Then all three of them started casting Spectral Reap at the same time, all aiming at different targets.

      “I’ll burn all my crowd control first,” I said. “Then we can rotate from there as we burn them down.”

      “Nina, you’re second,” Darling said. “I’ll take third if need be.”

      I tagged one mob with a Dreadful Shot to cancel its cast, then Shadedrifted through the other two.

      “I’m all out for now!” I said. “My stun isn’t instant anymore so it doesn’t work if they’re going to stand and cast.

      “On my target!” Darling said as she hacked a green, glowing slash into the chest of one of the mobs I’d disoriented. “Let the runner go for now! Nina, lock down the second!”

      “On it!” Nina said.

      I was about to tell House to get another Sludgesling Turret going, but she surprised me again by getting one down right in between the two Elites I’d disoriented.

      Nina’s blades turned green and she vanished, then reappeared behind the other Elite and jabbed both blades into its lower back.

      The mob turned a sickly green and its motions slowed, then ground to a stop under the effects of some kind of paralytic.

      “I’ll bounce back and forth!” she said, leaving the mob behind and dashing over to the burn target, slashing and stabbing alongside Darling’s wide arcs and Rock’s wild strikes.

      We managed to drop the first Elite before it could resummon its shield, then the whole group jumped on top of the one Nina had locked down. The mob tried to retaliate with another cast, but Nina interrupted the spell with a quick kick.

      “What’s the cooldown on that?” I said.

      “3-second silence, 20-second cooldown,” Frank said. “But if she successfully interrupts a spell, the cooldown’s reduced to 5.”

      “Nasty,” I said.

      “Yeah, if you can hit it consistently.”

      Nina got her dots rolling, then Rock landed a three-piece combo that stunned the mob out of another cast and set it to wavering on its feet. The tide had finally turned. The fight was wrapping up.

      I finished the second Elite off with a Harvest, then sucked in a relieved breath and spared a glance for the bottom of the stairwell as the group piled onto the sole remaining target and burned it down.

      The crater was finally clear of mobs, and Zol’gar was now staring up at us, still floating high above the rectangular pool.

      From this distance, I could make out his equipment. I’d been expecting robes, but he wore dark, plate armor, and his shoulder pads were decorated with a pair of ivory skulls.

      “Hell yeah!” Darling said as the final Elite dropped and left a trio of eerie slashes glowing in the air above its corpse.

      “Out of combat!” Jukes said.

      “Same!” Zoe said. “Finally.”

      Everybody dropped onto the stairs with food and drink in hand, though House jogged up next to me before she dug in.

      “Do we have a plan for the next encounter?” she said.

      “Afraid not,” I said. “Just have to figure it out.”

      “Do my same priorities hold?”

      I nodded. “Sure do.”

      “I very much enjoy lists.”

      I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, laughing. “I’m glad we’ve found something that works.”

      “Thanks to Frank,” Frank said.

      “True enough.”

      Darling was the first to stand up. “Let’s push once everybody’s full. I don’t want to waste a minute if we don’t have to. If there’s an alert for knocking out a Raid-level Rift then we’re almost there. No idea what we’re up against, so don’t screw it up.”

      “Great speech,” Nina said.

      “If you’ve got anything better, I’m all ears.”

      Nina scraped one of her daggers against the other. “Pass.”

      “Thought so,” Darling said. “Let’s move.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      We headed down the last few stairs and fanned out in front of the pool, which was sloshing and splashing about, white caps colliding and surging over the edges.

      Zol’gar stared down at us, imperious as the water surged beneath him.

      “Frank?” I said. “You got anything on this guy?”

      “Uh huh.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 2058: Zol’gar, Scion of Red Waters

        The leader of a marauding, cannibalistic sect, Zol’gar and his flock of Flesheaters have plagued the White Hills for decades, sacking and sacrificing whole cities to appease the endless appetite of their God.

      

      

      “Weird,” I said to Frank. “I feel like we should have heard about this guy already if he’s been that big of a deal out in the Hills.”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      I turned to Darling. “Did you hear anything about Flesheaters when you guys were out in the Hills gathering Marble?”

      Darling shook her head, but her eyes were locked on the boss.

      “We ready for this?” Jukes said, stepping up to the very edge of the pool.

      I glanced around, taking in what I hoped would be the Rift’s final battleground. The pool stood at the center of the courtyard and was surrounded on every side by mud-brick houses with about forty feet of open space in between.

      It made me wonder if the battlefield was meant to be circular, or if we could simply take up positions to one side of the pool and hold them.

      “Yup,” Darling said. “Let’s go go go!”

      The tank nodded and stepped up onto the edge of the pool, though nothing happened. He looked back at the group and shrugged, then threw out a palm and sent an icy spear lancing up at the floating boss.

      The spear shattered into a burst of snow while the projectile was still three feet out. Zol’gar scanned the seven of us and snorted, then drifted down from the center of the pool and toward the group.

      “No aggro yet,” Jukes said. “And he’s got a buff that says he’s invincible for now. And he’s… definitely coming this way.”

      The tank backpedaled away from the pool, and the group edged back behind him.

      “What have we here?” Zol’gar said, his voice deep and raspy. “Seek the Guardian, do you?”

      He touched down lightly upon the rim of the pool, reached back over his shoulders, and drew two huge swords made of dark metal. The blades were wide and oddly rectangular, like oversized cleavers.

      “I would be happy to introduce what’s left of you to him when this battle is over.”

      The air around him wavered, and a timer started up beside his nameplate—his invincibility buff was fading.

      “Pulling when the shield drops!” Jukes said.

      “Buffs up, this is it!” Darling said.

      Zoe sent a burst of green mist rolling in the tank’s direction, and House summoned a trio of healing bots right above his head.

      “Invincibility buff drops in five,” Jukes said. “Three, two, one, gone!”

      He lashed out with his staff and struck the boss square in the chest. The attack put off a burst of snow, but then Jukes gritted his teeth.

      “Immune to snares!” he called out.

      He parried the boss’ counter with the other end of his staff and slipped around it, but the strength of the attack forced him backward and off-balance, and Zol’gar’s follow up caught him from shoulder to hip and forced him down onto one knee.

      “Juke’s Health at 65%!” Frank said.

      “Hits like a truck,” Zoe mumbled from beside me. “Because of course he does.” She moved her hands through an ornate pattern, and a trio of storm clouds rolled out from her and raced toward Jukes, rain spattering the ground between them.

      The first cloud burst as soon as it reached him, drenching him in bright green rain and topping his Health up while the other two lingered above his head, probably waiting to be activated in the same way.

      Nina jumped in behind the boss and started building her dots. Rock was right behind her, laying into the mob’s back with a combo of blurring strikes.

      “Target at 96%,” Frank said.

      I completed a pair of ravens, but held them.

      “Jukes, ice?” I said.

      Zol’gar dashed forward and tried to catch Jukes with a flying knee, but the tank rolled sideways and used the momentum to come right back to his feet. “Crap, sorry!” He smashed his staff into the ground and activated the ability.

      I let my spells fly and was already halfway through a second pair when the word immune floated up above the boss’ head.

      My jaw dropped.

      “I… can’t damage it?” I said. “At all?”

      But the group was fully locked in—even Frank, apparently—and I didn’t get a response. I stared down at my weapons.

      “Frank,” I said, “this thing’s immune to fire damage, isn’t it?”

      “Bingo,” Frank said.

      I cursed, then removed the same rune I’d applied only minutes earlier. I wasn’t thrilled to lose so many Soul Gems so quickly, but the group needed my damage and I didn’t see a way around it.

      “House, fire is no good here and your snare probably won’t affect the boss so you’re going to need to stick to your damage turrets.”

      “Understood.”

      “Target at 86%,” Frank said. “Jukes at 55%, but his Health is bouncing around a lot.”

      I fired a pair of shadowy blasts and watched them erupt for 170 and 164. I chained them from there, launching spell after spell Zol’gar’s way, waiting for the next stage of the encounter, for some sort of spell or attack to unbalance us.

      But nothing came.

      “Target Health at 78%,” Frank said.

      Zol’gar was still hitting hard—his every attack keeping both Jukes and Zoe on their toes—but our healer’s Mana was holding up nicely and the boss’ Health bar was ticking down at a steady rate.

      “Anybody else getting a bad feeling about this?” I said.

      “It’s a tank and spank!” Nina said. “Just enjoy it while it lasts!”

      “No, something’s up. This is too easy.”

      Then the boss made a dismissive gesture at Jukes, and a watery explosion sent our tank flying backward and skidding across the stone.

      “Told you,” I said.

      Zol’gar’s shield slammed back into place, and I checked his nameplate again; sure enough, he’d become immune once more.

      His Health bar was refilling, too. The boss stepped up to the edge of the roiling pool, spun to face us, then spread his hands wide.

      “Very well. The Guardian of the Red Waters is ready to make your acquaintance.”

      Zol’gar fell backward and splashed into the pool, and the blue waters reddened around him as his Health bar plummeted.

      “Fall back!” Darling said. “And drink up if combat drops.”

      The waters seethed, then stilled but for the bubbles that were still rising from below. The entire pool had taken on a ruby hue, and its depths were colored an even darker red.

      The pool darkened to an inky-black, then stilled.

      “Something’s coming,” Darling said.

      “Ya think?” Nina said. “That’s some guild leader-level communication right there.”

      “Shut up Nina.”

      House stepped up beside me. “Do we truly not know what we are doing again?”

      “We very rarely have any idea what we’re actually doing,” I said.

      “Do you enjoy the uncertainty?”

      I shrugged, then grinned. “I guess a little, yeah.”

      “Interesting,” House said. “My stomach feels as if it is full of unhappy bugs.”

      “Oh yeah,” Frank said, “that’s a fight mechanic. This boss picks one player then fills them with butterflies.”

      House prodded her stomach. “Truly? I appear to have been chosen as the first target. How shall I counter?”

      “Stop trying to confuse House,” I said. “Aim higher, Frank.”

      House poked her stomach again. “Mechanic or otherwise, my stomach does indeed feel as if it contains numerous winged insects.”

      “You’re just nervous. That’s normal. We’ve got no idea what’s about to happen, and we can’t afford to die.” I paused. “Well, I can’t. You can do whatever you want.”

      “I will die as many times as necessary,” House said.

      A tight circle of bloody water bulged upward, and an enormous, scaly head reared up above the churning waves, water sluicing from wine-colored scales.

      The serpent’s eyes were the size of dinner plates and its pupils burned crimson. The head rose some ten feet into the air, revealing a serpentine body that was as wide as a house.

      I inspected the creature.

      
        
        {Guardian of the Red Waters} (Level 11 Serpent) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 600,000/600,000

        Surge Level: 100%

      

      

      I stared wide-eyed at the read-out, unable to wrap my head around the creature’s Health pool.

      “Dear God,” Darling said. “What the hell are we supposed to do against that?”

      “More than half a million Health?” Nina said. “Seriously?”

      “I too find those numbers to be very large,” House chipped in.

      “It can’t be as bad as it seems,” I said. “There’s gotta be a trick to it.”

      “Screw it,” Darling said, “Let’s go!”

      “Pulling!” Jukes said, sending an icy spear ripping up toward the towering raid boss. The projectile shattered against the underside of the creature’s chin, and though the blow struck for 102 damage, the blow barely seemed to register.

      It tilted its huge head down at Jukes, took a deep breath, then opened its jaws wide. A torrent of dark water blasted out of the creature’s mouth and the pool visibly shrunk, its surface dropping by a foot or two.

      “Surge Level down 10%,” Frank said, loud enough for the whole group to hear.

      “Keep an eye on that Surge meter!” Darling said.

      Jukes rolled and evaded the watery blast, but the red torrent surged outward as it met the stone and formed a circular wave that swept him clean off his feet.

      The waters lost their momentum after about ten feet, and the Surge seemed to vanish into the ground but left a long puddle behind. Then the puddle rippled, and a hand reached up as if someone were drowning from down below.

      More hands followed, then nearly a dozen red, watery figures were clawing their way up out of the puddle, hauling themselves up with weapons and shields in hand.

      I inspected the nearest of the creatures.

      
        
        {Watery Reservoir} (Level 10 Construct)

        HP: 500/500

        MP: 200/200

      

      

      The figures rushed toward Jukes as he regained his feet, water dripping off his slender frame. He activated Hateful Ice, then rolled up next to a trio of creatures who had been out of the spell’s range and went to work with his staff.

      “Ned and I will burn adds!” Darling called out. “Everybody else stay on the boss!”

      I sent two gray ravens flying in Jukes’ direction, one-shotting a Reservoir thanks to a lucky crit and damaging another badly enough that it popped into Harvest range, so I hit it with one of those and caught several more with the splash damage.

      Jukes slashed his staff through one of the creatures and sent an icy arc flying through the air, killing the one closest to him and damaging two more.

      Darling landed in front of me out of nowhere, and the ground fractured beneath her. She dashed through the crowd of creatures and struck five or six of them with her huge sword as she passed by, leaving green slashes everywhere she went.

      Then the green scrollwork that colored her armor flared several shades brighter, and her weapon burst into eerie green flames.

      A buff appeared beneath her nameplate.

      
        
        {Hexdoll Aura}

        All enemies that have been struck within the last 7 seconds also suffer 100% of all melee damage you deal for the next 5 seconds.

      

      

      One of the watery figures caught Darling full in the chest with a watery war axe, but she pushed right through it and retaliated with a series of vicious strikes.

      And every time she made contact, the green slashes she’d left behind pulsed and widened, identical numbers flying in the air: 253, 302, 195.

      And as she finished her target off, six more dropped at the same time.

      Within seconds, the entire wave of adds was gone before most of them had even gotten a hit in on Jukes.

      He rolled back toward the Guardian, and Darling and I followed quickly behind.

      “Throw everything you’ve got at the boss!” Darling said.

      “Target still showing 100%,” Frank said.

      “Yeah,” I said. I eyed Zoe’s Mana bar, which had barely budged because Jukes had yet to take any damage. “Something’s up.”

      “How exactly are we supposed to burn the boss?” Nina said. She was standing at the rim of the pool with her daggers in hand, bouncing on the tips of her feet. “I can’t even reach it, and we’re mostly melee.”

      House had two Leadfire Turrets to either side of the pool, and though both were peppering the Guardian with projectiles, the damage was laughable given its Health pool.

      Then Darling blew by Nina, running at full speed with her huge sword strapped to her back.

      “What, can’t swim?”

      Darling dove in headfirst, covering nearly half the distance she needed before she even hit the water. She surfaced beside the boss with her sword already in hand and went to work, hacking at its serpentine body.

      A cast bar appeared above the Guardian’s head that read Watery Surge. The spell completed in two seconds, and a huge circular wave rose from around the boss and swept outward, carrying Darling with it as it raced toward the edge of the pool.

      The wave crested and slammed her down against the stone rim, then the huge serpent loomed over her and took a massively deep breath.

      “The love of my life is stunned!” Frank said. “Ned, sacrifice yourself!”

      I dashed over and slid feet-first across the wet ground, making contact with Darling just as the watery blast erupted from deep in the serpent’s throat.

      I activated Shadedrift and sent us both zooming to safety, but I canceled the spell quickly, wanting to burst the Reservoirs that I knew were coming as quickly as possible.

      Darling wiped her mouth with her sleeve and picked herself up off the floor.

      “Scratch that! Stay out of the pool! Let’s just burn the adds for now, maybe this is the first phase!”

      The blast that I’d helped Darling avoid caused another puddle to form, and more Reservoirs were already climbing up out of it.

      “Surge Level at 80%!” Frank said.

      I popped back onto my feet and gunned down a pair of Reservoirs before they made it fully out of the puddle. And with our full group burning the figures, we were able to clear them without relying on Jukes’ Hateful Ice.

      The serpent lowered its head for the first time.

      “Looks like a chance for melee damage!” I said.

      Our frontliners rolled and leaped and dashed into position and managed to get in a few attacks, though the strikes didn’t amount to much given the creature’s colossal Health pool.

      It opened its mouth as if it intended to blast the trio away, but then jerked its head to the side and chose another target.

      I almost dove to avoid the massive jet of water, but the angle was slightly off; the creature hadn’t been aiming for me, and its red beam erupted about six feet to my left.

      Zoe screamed behind me, her shrill voice carrying over the water’s fury.

      I whirled around just in time to see her get blasted fully off her feet. The huge jet carried her all the way into the side of one of the many buildings that framed the pool.

      The mud-brick structure buckled as cracks spidered across the wall, and Zoe disappeared in a cloud of crimson mist.

      I dashed over, weapons raised with blasts at the ready.

      But when the mist cleared, six creatures had already fully formed, and they were using a spell of some sort to carry a water-bound Zoe high above their heads.

      She was suspended in a perfect bead of red water, and though she was desperately trying to thrash her way out, she wasn’t making any progress.

      And to make matters worse, she had a Silence icon on her nameplate and the effect didn’t show a duration. It didn’t seem like she was going anywhere.

      I could see her Breath bar, too, which was ticking down at a steady rate.

      I inspected one of the creatures, which was far larger than the thin, watery figures we’d dealt with before and was decked out in a full set of liquid plate armor.

      
        
        {Watery Quencher} (Level 10 Construct) (Veteran)

        HP: 1,500/1,500

        MP: 1,200/1,200

      

      

      I sent a Fettering Shot at the lead creature but got an immune message, then tried a Dreadful Shot to the same effect.

      “Target at 98%,” Frank said. “It’s lifting its head up high again.”

      “Need everybody on these figures!” I said as I swapped to my blunderbuss. “Jukes, can you freeze them?”

      He rolled up in front of the marching figures and sent an icy path at the rearmost creature. The ability connected but generated an immune message, and the mobs continued their deliberate march to the pool.

      “Don’t let that thing drink Zoe!” Frank said. “As much as I hate healers, that would be bad.”

      The rest of the group sprinted to our position while the serpent loomed high above them. It flicked its forked tongue, and its huge, hungry eyes were trained on Zoe.

      “Surge Level is at 70%,” Frank said.

      I pointed my blunderbuss at the lead Quencher and unloaded a pair of point-blank blasts for 420 and 412 damage. I followed up with a pair of ravens from my pistols, then dropped it with a Harvest.

      The creature fell apart and splashed across the floor, and the bead that Zoe was suspended in dipped a few inches lower, but the mobs marched on through the group’s desperate attacks, intent on delivering Zoe to the serpent.

      “Marking a burn target, everybody on the flame!” Darling said.

      Darling marked the foremost mob with an orange flame and the entire group converged on it save Nina, who kept darting between the five figures and loading them up with her poisons.

      “Zoe’s Breath at 50%,” Frank said.

      We burst the first mob down and Zoe’s sphere fell a bit lower. Darling marked another target as the mobs marched on, so we dropped that one too and repeated the process as the procession drew within ten feet of the rectangular pool.

      But when the fourth mob died, Zoe’s sphere dropped to the floor and burst open. She hit the ground sputtering, and Rock helped her to her feet.

      The last remaining mob took off for the pool at a dead sprint.

      Jukes activated Hateful Ice but the spell had no effect that I could see, and before any of our other melee could react, the mob had outranged them.

      I ran after it, chaining blast after blast. I had no idea what letting the creature reach the pool would do, but I wasn’t about to find out.

      I worked it down to 33% as it neared the edge of the pool, then hit it with another pair of blasts and followed up with a Dark Harvest that took it down to 6%.

      The mob was only a few feet away from the pool, so I activated Double Cast, thinking that the second Harvest would finish it off.

      Instead, a yellow 90 floated up above the creature’s head.

      “Resist,” Frank said. “Crap.”

      The mob dove headfirst into the pool, and the water level visibly rose.

      “Surge Level just jumped up 10% and is back to 80% overall,” Frank said. “Dive left!”

      I threw myself sideways, and a thunderous crash sounded behind me. I regained my feet and saw the serpent’s head hovering inches above the very spot I’d been standing, the stonework cracked beneath it.

      The great creature swept its huge head sideways. I dropped to the ground and pressed myself flat, watching as the attack whiffed above me. The force of the strike was so strong that the wind the attack created pulled at my clothing and hair.

      The creature drew back and opened its mouth wide, and before I could get my feet under me, a watery blast caught me full in the chest and sent me tumbling backward.

      I smashed into one of the buildings that surrounded the battlefield and a wall buckled behind me, but held.

      A shock of cold washed over me from head to toe. I was trapped in a ruby sphere of my own, and my Breath bar was already ticking down.

      The mobs marched me toward the pool and right into the awaiting group.

      A burn mark went up on the lead mob and the group went to work, though I could see right away that their damage was lacking without me.

      We’d barely managed to save Zoe the first time around, and we hadn’t been missing a damage-dealer at the time.

      I inspected the serpent, which was watching its minions progress toward it with hungry eyes. Its Surge Level had dropped back down to 70%, so it was definitely losing 10% with each jet.

      So maybe there were two outcomes? If a jet missed, it spawned a puddle plus weaker creatures, but if it connected, a player got trapped and stronger mobs were spawned?

      I couldn’t speak given the whole drowning in midair thing, so I shot a quick message to Darling pointing out what I’d noticed and desperately hoping that I was right.

      Darling tagged all six of the mobs, then activated her Hexdoll Aura and went to work on a Quencher at the back that had nearly full Health.

      Nina activated some kind of ability of her own and spun in place, sending a hail of sickly green knives spinning outward.

      The blades punched right through the watery mobs and kept going, but each of the five remaining creatures turned slightly green and a pair of poison debuffs appeared beside their nameplates.

      One of the Quenchers dropped, then a second, and a third, and with each kill the ruby sphere that held me inched closer to the ground.

      But House’s damage just wasn’t that great—though her turrets were firing at full capacity and she seemed to have gained a bit of confidence with her mace—and both Jukes and Zoe were basically nonfactors when it came to blowing stuff up.

      It wasn’t going to be enough.

      The procession was nearly at the rim of the pool, and the serpent was looming high above me, its eyes burning bright.

      It coiled back, then lashed forward with terrible speed, its huge jaws opening wide as the beast descended.

      The ruby sphere that held me floated up to meet the attack, and the mobs below cried out in triumph.

      I kicked and thrashed and even tried to activate Shadedrift, though I knew it wouldn’t work with the Silence effect in play.

      The mob’s jaws closed around me, and the world went red. My entire body vibrated from head to toe—like I was a gong that somebody had struck—and my vision darkened.

      “Crap,” Frank said, confirming my suspicions.

      
        
        You died!

        You lost 80 Renown!

        You dropped 1 item!

        Rift Spectator Mode engaged!

        You may respawn as soon as your group is no longer in combat. If theentire group dies, you will be ejected from the Rift and sent to the nearest graveyard. Any dropped or unclaimed items left within the Rift will be ejected alongside you.

      

      

      I popped into place some ten feet off the ground, a ghost yet again, with 80 less Renown to my name. Another Rift, another death. These things really weren’t treating me very well.

      I watched as the serpent spat my lifeless body onto the ground. And there was no mistaking the glowing axe that clattered to the floor beside my corpse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Panic rippled through me as Darling dashed over and scooped Frank up. He appeared at her side a moment later, hanging from her belt just as he’d always hung from mine.

      I floated there, stunned. And for a single, terrible moment, I started to wonder if it was all over. And with everything Darling knew…

      Then to my great surprise, before everything spiraled down and went to shit, the panic and fear just kind of… dropped away.

      As tempting as it was to fear the worst, I really couldn’t see her keeping him. I knew it was a possibility—a real one—but it didn’t feel like the sort of thing she’d do.

      I took a deep breath. I’d already thrown in with them for better or worse, and I was about to find out whether or not that was a good decision.

      I tried sending her a message as I floated in space, but got a prompt that said I couldn’t because I was dead. I just had to hope that Darling had drawn the same conclusion as me.

      Darling yelled instructions that I couldn’t hear to the crew—her lips moving, no sound coming out—and the whole group scattered and ran for the buildings that surrounded the pool.

      The serpent sent another jet of water flying in Jukes’ direction, though he managed to roll away thanks to the distance between him and the creature, which allowed him enough time to react.

      The reddish jet of water exploded against the side of a building and a puddle formed beneath it. A wave of weaker mobs clawed their way up and out of it, and the group pounced right away.

      I watched the fight unfold and drag on in a haze, staring at Frank as Darling dashed from mob to mob, cutting and slashing her watery opponents apart wherever she went.

      It seemed like I’d been right about the jets; the group was prioritizing dodging them at all costs, and the strategy was paying dividends.

      And as the Guardian’s Surge Level dropped below 40%, its seemingly endless Health pool started to drop at a rapid clip despite the fact that nobody was attacking the boss directly.

      The jets came faster and faster, though, until Darling had to split the group to deal with multiple puddles at once.

      The serpent’s Health bar dropped all the way down to 20% as its Surge Level reached single digits, and then it flopped onto dry ground as its Surge Level hit 0%, ripe for attack.

      The guild finally gave up their positions around the edge of the courtyard and rushed into range to cut the badly wounded serpent down, which was gasping like a fish out of water.

      And though they popped their cooldowns and managed to spike a solid amount of damage, the creature’s Health was still naturally falling at a rate that vastly outpaced their output.

      The serpent took one last huge, heaving breath, then died.

      
        
        World-first Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first Guild to successfully close a Raid-level Rift!

        Awarding Unique Title: {Rift Striders}!

      

      

      I picked up the title too as part of the group, but my focus was elsewhere as a button had appeared in the center of my screen.

      
        
        Respawn?

      

      

      I took a deep breath and accepted the offer.

      I popped back into the world, dropped a foot or two out of the air and landed lightly on the ground a few paces from Darling.

      The group was hooting and hollering, especially Nina, who had somehow managed to jump on top of Rock and get almost sideways across his shoulders.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but cut off as a trade window appeared and Frank popped into it.

      And, just as quickly, Darling hit confirm.

      I stared at the window, unable to stop myself from smiling.

      It felt like the first time I’d really decided to trust someone in months—maybe years—and damn did it feel good to be right.

      I spotted the other guild members loitering and laughing about the Guardian’s body, no doubt checking out the spoils on the other side of the corpse, judging from the enormous amount of blue and purple sparks that were fountaining up into the air.

      “Just like that?” I said, still grinning.

      She cocked her head at me and smiled. “Just like that, yeah. You expecting something else?”

      A wave of contentment crashed through me, so strong that my heart actually skipped a beat. It wasn’t just about Frank, either; it was about her, too.

      It was about the fact that, from what I had seen, not a single person here within the portal had batted an eye at Darling’s decision to return him, let alone questioned it.

      It was because it didn’t even seem like she’d had to make a decision at all.

      “I do have one serious question though,” she said.

      “Shoot.”

      “What the hell is Frarling?”

      I snorted. “I don’t think Frank would want me to share that, so I’ll totally tell you. It’s your names, but mashed together.”

      She laughed. “He was just muttering it over and over.”

      “Typical. Man, he’s gonna be so pissed.”

      “Well…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t doubt that he’s gonna act all pissy, that’s for sure. But one of the first things he said was that I really ought to trade him back.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I mean, it was heavily caveated. A bunch of stuff like you wouldn’t be able to feed yourself without him and how he desperately wanted to get away from you but also that returning him was the right thing to do. There were just a lot of general insults flung in your direction—like a lot of them, a lot a lot—but it always ended with me returning him. He told me not to say anything, but… eh. Seemed like you should know.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I thought that even if you’d decided to trade him back, he’d have been fighting you tooth and nail the entire time. That’s kind of his thing.”

      “I think it’s his thing with you. Go on, take him. I wanna loot so we can get this thing wrapped up.”

      I hit confirm and Frank popped back into my inventory, so I threw him into his loop.

      Frank buzzed at my side.

      “Honestly,” he said, “what dark God did I wrong to deserve this?”

      I cracked a smile. “Good to have you back, Frank.”

      “I would say it’s good to be back,” Frank said, “but it isn’t. And I, like the incorruptible Darling, am a man of my word. But trust me, I tried to corrupt her a lot. Like, a whole lot.”

      Darling nodded. “Oh yeah, that definitely happened. He was just going on and on about the things we could accomplish and the kingdoms we could burn and so on. No second thoughts whatsoever.”

      “I have never once had a second thought,” Frank said.

      “You rarely have first thoughts, Frank,” I said.

      “I resent that.” Frank hesitated. “Maybe. I’m not really sure.”

      “You act on instinct over and over and never learn anything.”

      “I do do that.”

      Darling rounded the gargantuan corpse and disappeared from view.

      “Ah. Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

      “Wow, slow down, Romeo.”

      “I was quoting Juliet, you uncultured buffoon.”

      “Surprised the two of you couldn’t work something out.”

      “As I said, Darling is too wholesome for her own good. You need to help me work on that.”

      “Work on what?”

      “Curbing her loyalties and general morals in favor of thoughts of grandeur.”

      “I kinda like her the way she is.”

      I felt Frank narrow his eyes, or whatever it was he did. “What did you just say?”

      “I’m just saying,” I said. “She could’ve totally screwed me there. Like, I’d have been dead in the water screwed. Darling knows everything.”

      “Well, duh. No Frank, no winning.”

      “Goes deeper than that, but sure.”

      “Can we move on?” Frank said. “I miss Darling and I can’t see her from where you’re standing. Plus I just had all of my dreams come true then immediately had them ripped away.”

      I barked a laugh. “Fair enough.”

      I headed for the corpse.

      “Eh,” Frank said. “It could be worse. I don’t mind the fire stuff too much.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I mean it’s still magic, but I’m trying to convince myself that it isn’t. I like watching stuff burn while it’s still alive. It feels like a metaphor for being stuck with you, plus it helps to know that other things are suffering much more than I am.”

      “Works for me,” I said as I rounded the beast’s head and met up with the group, all of whom were kneeling in front of a massive golden chest, whispering and laughing amongst themselves.

      The chest was open, its interior was gleaming gold, and sparks were fireworking out of it, little embers drifting down onto the group and fizzling out against their shoulder pads.

      “Ned, look at this,” Darling said. “Look at this! It’s so damn beautiful.”

      I squeezed in beside her and looted the chest. And the resulting prompts stunned me into silence.

      
        
        Congratulations, you successfully completed a Rift!

        You gained 5,540 Experience!

        You gained 640 Renown!

        You received {Rift Gem} x80!

        You received {Waterjet Repeater}!

        You received {Snakeskin Treaders}!

        This Rift will close in five minutes.

      

      

      I was a little frustrated to have died twice in the span of two Rifts, but it was impossible to stay annoyed in the face of a 640 Renown payout plus a pair of items, including a new gun.

      Plus that huge chunk of Experience had me only a few percent away from level 13, where I’d be able to grab another skill.

      And maybe most important of all? Darling and company had picked up another first.

      I scoped my new equipment out.

      
        
        {Snakeskin Treaders}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 31

        Slot: Feet

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +7 Intelligence, +3 Charisma

        Armor: +3%

      

        

      
        {Waterjet Repeater} (Enchanted Firearm) (Touchstone)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 34

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 31

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +6 Intelligence, +10 Dexterity

        Secondaries: +8% Critical Strike

        Touchstone Ability: As long as this item is equipped, you gain the active ability {Water Jet}. You may only have 2 pieces of (Touchstone) gear equipped at any time.

      

      

      “Oh hell yeah!” I said, so loud that I made Rock visibly jump. “Sorry. But I just picked up another Touchstone piece.”

      “Same!” Darling said.

      “Yup!” Nina said.

      “I have also received an item worthy of touching,” House said.

      “Must be a set reward,” I said. “I didn’t get anything nearly this good from the first Rift.”

      “Wait, did you say another?” Nina said. “You’ve already got two Touchstone pieces?”

      I popped the new gun into my offhand.

      It was sleek and deep blue, with a long, white barrel and a pearly trigger. I spun the weapons around, then stuck them into my holsters. “Yup, both weapons. Lucky me.”

      Darling elbowed me in the ribs. “I really should have kept Frank, huh? Think how many swords he would have led me to.”

      “All of the swords,” Frank said. “Like, literally all of them. And, you know, there’s still time to change your mind.”

      “Maybe later,” she said.

      “Hope is a dangerous thing,” Frank whispered.

      “What was that?” Darling said.

      “Nothing,” Frank said, way too quickly.

      I inspected the ability of my new weapon.

      
        
        {Water Jet} (Touchstone Ability)

        Description: You fire a pressurized blast of water into the ground or at a nearby wall, launching you in the opposite direction.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 15 seconds.

        Cost: 45 Mana.

      

      

      I shrugged, aimed my new pistol between my feet, and activated the spell.

      My shoulder kicked back as the gun bucked in my hand and a torrent of pressurized water blasted out of the barrel.

      The force of the spell sent me flying vertically some fifteen feet in the air, and I flapped my arms the whole time as if that would somehow help.

      I managed to get my bearings when I was about halfway down, so I spun slightly in the air, activated Shadedrift, and ghosted back down onto the stony floor.

      “Aw,” Nina said. “I really thought you were about to faceplant there.”

      “I certainly hoped so,” Frank said. “Ugh, I’m doing way too much hoping these days.”

      Darling popped a Rift Gem into her palm. “Any idea what this stuff does?”

      “More gear at level 10,” Frank said. “You guys can buy yourselves some D-grade stuff. NPCs should be in town by now. Look for the red robes.”

      “Did he say more gear?” Nina said. She put her face really, really close to Frank. “Did you say more gear?”

      “That he did,” I said. “I might save mine for C-grade though.”

      “I’m thinking we should knock a few more of these Rifts out,” Darling said.

      “I like the sound of that,” I said. I opened up my map and scanned through, searching for another seven-person instance but finding none.

      What I did find, though, was that the Withered Vale was now 40% converted. The Rift Map had a new section as well, a little box that tracked the total number of Rifts that had been completed, which currently stood at 4,025.

      The number was considerably lower than I’d expected, but I figured it would jump pretty soon now that people had had a bit of time to get out and track down some Rifts.

      I checked the status of the Cathedrals too, and while Tyrann’s had inched up to 44%, the others hadn’t moved.

      “Experience from these is unreal,” Darling said. “And the Renown is just wild.”

      “Absolutely.” I turned to House. “Hey House? Can you pop out real quick and see if the area—”

      “I will clear the coast,” House said. She jammed her hands into her pockets and sprinted through the exit portal that had spawned.

      “She’s a really odd duck,” Darling said.

      “But very enthusiastic,” Nina said.

      A message filtered in from House a few moments later, stating that there weren’t any other players within sight.

      The group disappeared through the portal one at a time, with Darling and I taking up the rear. We popped back into the White Hills, and though I trusted House completely, I still drew my guns and had a long look around before I relaxed.

      I cocked my head at the vast, smooth depression beneath us.

      I hadn’t noticed it at first—I’d just assumed it was a weirdly-shaped valley in the middle of a couple of hills—but now that we’d spent a bit of time in that crater in the Rift, I couldn’t not see the resemblance.

      In fact, the stairwell we’d fought our way down could have easily started exactly where we were standing, and I could even place where the pool and the buildings had been.

      I pointed at the valley. “House? Can you tell me how similar the dimensions of that valley are to the crater we were just in?”

      “Of course,” House said. She paused. “The dimensions are identical, aside from a few minor differences that could plausibly be ascribed to environmental weathering.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jukes said.

      “It means that were you to overlay our prior instance atop this area,” House said, “it would fit seamlessly onto the world.”

      Darling rubbed the back of her neck. “So, did we just go back in time or what?”

      I scanned the surroundings, trying to find some hint of the city we’d left behind, but there was nothing there. “Yeah, I don’t know. Frank?”

      “As much as I’d like to fly in and save the day as per usual,” Frank said, “the buffoon who’s holding me is far too low level for me to answer that question.”

      “Just had to get that dig in, huh?” I said.

      “Have you met me?”

      “I wonder if it’s got something to do with the Possibility King,” I said. “He’s got a sword that can cut through the fabric of reality, and now these Rifts that are basically tears in the air are opening up all over the place…”

      My voice trailed off, and I cocked an eyebrow at Frank. “Are the Rifts worlds that Rippled differently?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      Darling shrugged. “Speaking of levels. You gotta be nearing your next class change, right?”

      “Yup,” I said. “I’ll hit 13 easily by tonight, maybe 14. So I should be able to hit 15 and get my class change done tomorrow. I just need to make sure—”

      I stopped mid-sentence as more prompts flooded my screen.

      
        
        World-first Alert! Player {Francis} is the first player to complete a Tier III structure!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you are the first player to construct a Tier III structure!

        Awarding Unique Title: {The First Architect}!

      

      

      “Francis?” Nina said. “Wait. Isn’t that you?”

      “Sure is,” I said, grinning from ear to ear.

      I checked the title out and was thrilled with what I found.

      
        
        {The First Architect} (Unique Title)

        All build times are reduced by 10%.

      

      

      “Sorry,” I said, “but I gotta pivot real quick. Now that the Auction House is finally finished, I need to make a call while that Alert is still fresh in everybody’s minds.

      “Should only be a minute, but if you want to hop in another Rift I can point you guys to a good one. I’m happy to wait until you finish before joining back up.”

      “Eh, we can wait,” Darling said.

      Nina groaned.

      Darling pointed at a stack of rocks that was very obviously a golem in waiting. “Nobody’s saying you gotta stand still. Go kill some golems.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “No worries if you change your mind though.”

      I stepped away and dropped my voice. “Frank? Question. A really serious question.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “A while back, you said that if we killed Tyrann’s God, that would wipe out his religion. I realize that you were just being you by jumping to the most violent option possible, but I need to know if that’s really something we can do.”

      “Deicide?”

      “Precisely.”

      “It’s possible in so far as the game goes, yeah. Gods can definitely die.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking,” I said. “The Vale’s still converting too fast, and I’m starting to think that I might need to change things up in a major way. You’ve seen how many people Tyrann has working for him.

      “The island, the blockade, everything. I’m asking if you think we have a realistic shot of killing his actual God, knowing where it is and what’s in the way. You don’t need to be right, but if you could guess, I’d appreciate it.”

      Frank buzzed at my hip. “I think if you—bah. You could…” he trailed off, buzzing again. “Bleh. Let’s try this: you remember what the first phase of the Worldbreak Event was called?”

      “The Doorways of Possibility?”

      “Yep. Rifts are doorways.”

      I mulled that over. It wasn’t much to go on, but he was trying, and that definitely said something.

      “Doorways, huh?”

      “That’s all I got, but I’d try it. You know what they say: shoot for the moon.”

      “Because even if you miss,” House said, “you will land among the stars. Correct?”

      “No, that’s super cringe,” Frank said. “Just shoot for the moon. It knows what it did.”

      “I see,” House said, crestfallen.

      I blew out a puff of air, then looked at Darling. “Hey. Just spitballing here, but if I needed help killing a God at some vague point in the future…”

      She hesitated. “Are you seriously asking if we’d be willing to kill the God of the most popular streamer on the planet?”

      I winced. Without the guild’s help, the prospects of—

      “What a stupid question,” Nina said, laughing. “In the wise words of Frank, have you met us?”

      “Yeah, I gotta side with Nina on this,” Darling said. “I am so down for that that I’m not sure why you felt the need to ask in the first place. I mean, no promises because that’s the sort of thing I’ve gotta run by everyone, but I am definitely on board. Can you imagine the reaction online?”

      “We’d be famous,” Nina said.

      “Famous in the best way,” Frank said. “But you’re actually thinking of killing a God? I mean, I’ve been thinking about it nonstop since I suggested the possibility, but you?”

      “Feels like that’s the natural progression of things,” I said. “Step one: enter a new game. Step two: run errands and collect cactus apples or something. Step three: kill a God.”

      “I believe you have skipped several steps,” House said.

      “You’d think so,” Frank said. “But you’d be wrong.”

      I looked from Darling to Frank and back again.

      “Alright. Thanks, guys. This’ll just take a minute.”

      “Who are you calling?” Darling said.

      “Who do you think?” I said, grinning.
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      I pulled up the call menu and turned off the video feed.

      I found a new identity tab at the top of the screen that let me toggle the name I was communicating under thanks to the last Renown perk I’d picked up, so I switched mine from Ned to Francis.

      Then I opened my inventory and scanned through it until I found the Underdark Key that I’d taken off Tyrann’s guys a couple of days earlier.

      I opened up a private message to Tyrann and sent him a link to the key—one that he could click and inspect—and once that went through, I knew he was online.

      I spent a couple of moments thinking about what sort of person Tyrann would want to do business with, then I plugged his name into the video call system and confirmed my choice.

      I was a little worried he might not pick up because I had to imagine that he got calls and messages all the time, but he accepted the call before it even finished its first ring.

      “Hello there,” Tyrann said, his deep voice filtering out of the screen. His video was blocked as well, just as it had been before.

      I cleared my throat and raised the pitch of my voice.

      “Hey Tyrann!” I said, feigning as much unbridled enthusiasm as I could manage for the guy who had been going out of his way to ruin every moment of my digital life thus far. “Thanks so much for taking my call, huge fan.”

      I could almost hear him smile on the other side of the call. The smug bastard.

      “Appreciate it!” he said. “Gotta admit that I recognized your name prior to you sending me that key. Heard you were tracking Ned back at the Cursed Eye a little ways back. Seems like you were more successful than I realized.”

      “Got him just after he completed that event, yeah. I was hoping the axe would drop, but I got this key instead. I recently heard that the Underdark is a zone beneath Koria, so I thought you might be interested.”

      “Definitely interested, but did you film the kill?” Tyrann said. “I’d pay for the clip. Gold though, not cash. But plenty of it.”

      “I didn’t, no. Streaming’s not my thing.”

      “That’s a shame. Well, if you’re still hunting him, film it. Fifty gold per kill is what I’m offering right now, but only if it’s filmed so I can make it public. Open offer, tell your friends.”

      “Will do,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I’ve flushed him out of the Vale, but I’ll keep an eye out.”

      “The Withered Vale?” Tyrann said, perking up just like I’d hoped he would. “Out in the Onyx Sands? Why would you set up camp in Ned’s old stomping ground?”

      “Because I wanted to take it away from him. He’s been selling water in the Vale at a crazy rate for quite a while. So I started looking into where it was coming from, and I figured out that he’d made some sort of deal with the people back in his Starter Area.

      “He’s been shipping the water in via boats, paying a small mark-up, then flipping it in the Sands. Me and my friends started intercepting them, and we were patrolling the waters to the east of the Sands to prevent any more from coming in when that Cursed Eye event popped.

      “I was right there, so I ducked in and waited to see if he’d show up, knowing that he’d gone after them in the past.”

      “Well played, Francis,” Tyrann said. “Well played. But why the animosity?”

      “This between you and me?” I said, just to stall for time.

      “Sure.”

      I hesitated, thinking. “I’ve got a friend who’s pretty high up at EBO, and I heard about the slots going up for sale a couple weeks before it happened. Never looked forward to something so much.

      “I’m not usually the type to spend that kind of money on myself, but I saw this as the be-all, end-all, you know? It was supposed to be the last time I ever had to spend money on a game.

      “And Ned stole that from me. I was ready to throw down and get started on a whole new life and I clicked buy and I was already too late. I tried reaching him outside of the game afterward and got nothing in response. I just wanted one slot.”

      As the words left my lips, I realized that what I’d just said sounded so persuasive because it was actually true: there absolutely were people out there who I’d screwed over with the Head Start stunt.

      And I hadn’t even spared them a thought in my rush to get into the game. It was an uncomfortable realization, but there wasn’t much I could do about it now.

      Other than to try and be a bit less of a dick in the future.

      “You and me both,” Tyrann said. “I was going to be the face of this game. Now EBO is taking over the world and all anyone can talk about is Ned and the stunt he pulled.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Quick question.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why aren’t you showing up on the Renown Ladder? I just scanned the whole thing and you’re nowhere.”

      I bit the tip of my tongue and thought back to the prompts I’d seen before.

      “It’s a Renown perk, I’ll never show up on the ladder. Probably wasn’t the optimal choice, but I don’t want the attention that comes with one of the top spots.

      “I want to kick Ned to the curb and build this city up—his old city—into something incredible. I want him to look at it and wonder what could have been, what he could have had. To feel some small part of what I did when he stole those slots from the rest of us.”

      “I respect that,” Tyrann said. “So, to business. You’ve got a key that I want, and I’ve currently got Cultists running around converting the city you’re trying to build up. So let me guess where you’re going with this.

      “I think you want my people out. That’s negotiable, but it’s going to cost you. If I’m going to bring a new God into the world, I need Capitals to speed up the process. And I’m nearly there with the Vale.”

      “That’s actually the opposite of what I want,” I said, even though I would have killed to have him out of the Vale not an hour earlier.

      But now? I had bigger plans in mind.

      Tyrann was quiet for a long moment. “Really now. Gold, then? Is that all you’re after? I’ll pay for the key.”

      “Gold is always welcome. But I was just hoping the key would get your attention. I’ve got a much larger proposal for you.”

      “Do you now? Interesting.”

      “Yep. I know you need to convert the Sands. And I know that you likely targeted the Vale for the same reasons I did: to strengthen your own position and weaken Ned at the same time. But I don’t mind the Cult.

      “I recognize that I’ll likely lose some influence when the city converts, but if we’re working together, then that’s fine. And I like knowing that a couple hundred NPCs that are hostile to Ned are walking around at all times. It’s like free security for me.”

      “I see,” Tyrann said, though it was clear from the tone of his voice that he really didn’t.

      “I’m sure you saw that last prompt I generated about the first Tier III building in EBO. But it’s not just any building—it’s an Auction House. But in this game, the Auction House doesn’t come with its own network.

      “What I do have, though, is a ton of water that I seized from Ned, a Water Tower that’ll be finished in a few hours, and a city full of people that are dying from thirst.

      “So this is what I’m proposing: I set my Housing permissions so that anybody who follows your religion is allowed to take as much water as they want, for free. Then instead of selling it, you have your Cultists run around and save the day by delivering it to all those thirsty people.

      “I imagine a good deed on that scale will get you over the hump where it comes to converting the city, plus the Cult comes off well reputation-wise. If you really wanted to hit it hard, you could feed the people too. That would be fantastic.”

      “Ned was profiteering off the people by selling water,” Tyrann said. “But the Cult is stepping in and we’re giving it away for free. I like it. But I don’t see what you’re getting out of it.”

      “Well, I would like some coins for the key. But more importantly, I would really like some help in spreading my Auction Network. And I think you’re the perfect person for that, because spreading my network is in your best interests too.”

      “How so?”

      “Basically you need to hire a Caravan in the Sands, select a destination, then make sure the Caravan safely reaches the area you picked. There’s a little bit of coin involved in hiring the Caravans and they work like escort quests, but the bulk of the work is just getting there.

      “Think about it: you’re already pushing into all these new cities and zones to spread your religion. Wouldn’t it be nice if your new arrivals had access to Koria’s economy from the moment you arrive?”

      I was tempted to mention the Tithing aspect of Tyrann’s religion, but I was curious if he’d share that much, or if he’d simply try to take advantage of me by not mentioning it.

      Also, I couldn’t risk raising his suspicions by revealing just how much I knew about what he was doing.

      “That is a very good point,” Tyrann said.

      “Yep. Look, I want to create a trading empire with the Vale at its center. And if that empire is a facet of yours and we’re both benefitting, that’s even better. We’ve got a common enemy and common goals. Why not work together?”

      “I do like the idea of arriving in a city and instantly being able to trade. That would go a long way toward smoothing out the logistics of conversion. It’s quite the process.”

      “I bet.”

      “Can you give me a second?”

      “Take your time.”

      It seemed like he wasn’t going to bother mentioning the fact that his religion’s Tithe was going to suck money out of the network.

      That was a dirty move—if I didn’t have Frank I’d have never known about it—but I wasn’t surprised.

      Nor would it really matter after we killed his God and stole the network right back once he’d put the work in.

      “I’m in,” Tyrann said after a moment. “You switch those water permissions once your tower is finished, and I’ll have some people head to your Auction House and figure out how to hook up some Caravans right now. I’ll have them dump some food on my NPC Cultists for handing out as well—that’s a good idea.

      “I’m willing to commit 30 gold to the network project directly plus the manpower needed in exchange for your help converting the Vale, and if things go smoothly I’ll keep spreading it on my own dime from there.

      “The only caveat is that I’m going to strictly prioritize the cities and zones that I intend to convert. I don’t have much use for an Auction House where I don’t have a presence.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “You’ve got yourself a deal. And that just leaves us with the key.”

      “You don’t want to just toss that in in the spirit of cooperation, eh?” he said, laughing.

      “Not particularly, no.”

      “How about five gold coins?”

      “Hm.”

      “Ten. No—fifteen. That’s a lot of coin at this stage of the game.”

      I hesitated, because he wanted that key bad. My father had always said that someone’s first offer was largely meaningless—that if you wanted to gauge how badly someone wanted something, it was much more useful to find out how quickly they were willing to go up.

      And if he was willing to triple his offer in the space of a breath? He wanted that key so badly that I was halfway tempted to keep it for myself.

      “True,” I said. “That is a generous amount of gold. But I’ve also been hearing rumors about a doorway deep beneath Koria. And supposedly this key’s the only way in.”

      “You’ve got some damn good sources,” Tyrann said. “I didn’t think anyone was aware of that outside of the Cult.”

      “I keep an ear to the ground whenever possible, and I’m always happy to pay for good intel. And while fifteen gold is a lot for any one person, you must have hundreds, if not thousands of people playing beneath your banner.

      “And if a thousand of those chip in ten silver, that’s a hundred gold right there. I’m thinking this key probably has something to do with improving your Capital. That’s gotta be worth more than a video of Ned dying, and you’re putting up fifty for that. Plus we both know I’ve already killed him once.”

      “I don’t feel comfortable asking my people for donations just yet. If they wanna chip in—and many of them already have—that’s great. But I’m not about to bleed them dry the moment they sign up.”

      That last line felt like a bit of a slip to me—like he thought of his followers as resources to be exploited—but I kept quiet.

      “How about forty gold?” he said. “The mob that dropped it is bound to respawn eventually.”

      “True. But who knows how long that could take? Could be a day, could be a week. Plus you’ll have to keep people searching. That’s costly too, right? You might have a huge crew, but I doubt that there are a ton of them chomping at the bit to camp out in some low-level sewer in case a mob pops up.”

      I could almost hear the breath go out of him.

      “Fine. Fifty, but that’s the absolute best I can do.”

      I smiled. “Sounds fair to me.”

      “Alright, you’ve got a deal. I can afford to start the Caravans right away, and I think that’s in my best interests anyway, but it’s going to take me some time to scrounge up fifty.”

      “Not a problem,” I said. “I assume you’ll want to link Koria in right away, right?”

      “Absolutely. That’ll be the first order of business.”

      “Perfect. Once our Capitals are linked with the Auction House, I can just throw the item up there for you. It’ll cut a bit of my profit out, but that’s fine. Feels like the right way to christen the network.”

      Doing it that way also meant I’d be able to convert some of the fifty gold to Renown and Experience, too—plus Tyrann wouldn’t get his item for a little while, which seemed like a solid benefit because I still had no idea what it would actually do for him.

      “Alright then,” Tyrann said. “As much as I’ve enjoyed being raked over the coals, I should get going. I do appreciate it though, and I’ll be in touch going forward.”

      “Cheers,” I said. “And thanks again.”

      I opened up my permissions menu for the Water Tower that was still under construction, filtered it by current religions—of which there was still only one—and gave the Cult members the ability to withdraw as they pleased.

      “You’re all set on your permissions. Should be about three hours before you can start pulling water out. Happy converting.”

      “Thanks again, Francis. It’s been a pleasure. Happy hunting.”

      I ended the call and glanced back at the guild—all of whom were now grinding a little ways off—and saw Darling’s sword burst into green flame as she sliced a golem in half from shoulder to hip.

      The pieces slid apart, the edges she’d exposed molten with heat.

      “Dude,” I said. “I am so happy with how that just went. Can you believe that actually worked? Tyrann is going to spread our network himself.

      “We don’t need to ask Darling and company to help out there so they can keep doing what they want—plus that’s gonna keep at least some of his people off Rifts.”

      Frank grunted. “I’m trying to find a way to undercut you and make you feel bad about it, but I’m struggling to come up with anything and I don’t like the way it’s making me feel.”

      “I mean, it’s a massive gamble,” I said. “If we can’t kill that God in a reasonable amount of time, then we just handed Tyrann the keys to our Auction House for almost no effort. I would absolutely hate to get an entire economy up and running only to have Tyrann keep the lion’s share.”

      “Yeah, still can’t comment there. But where do you wanna go from here?”

      I eyed the group. “I’m thinking we Rift with the guild for a little while longer, hit 13 and push toward 14. Hopefully our daily Renown conversion from Housing tomorrow is large enough to get us to 15, or at least push us closer.

      “Then we’ll need to figure out how to get back into Highwater ourselves so we can meet up with Sarissa and get the class change done. I want Illusion Magic as soon as possible.”

      “And I’m already dreading it,” Frank said.

      I waited for the guild to wrap up their work on another golem, then waved Darling over when she glanced in my direction. Unbeknownst to her, House followed close behind.

      “What’s up?” Darling said.

      “I am in a guild,” House said from directly behind Darling, which made the guild leader jump, then shake her head.

      And, sure enough, House had the guild’s tag floating above her head.

      I hated to admit that I felt a tiny pang of jealousy at the sight, but it was quickly overwhelmed by thoughts of House being welcomed into a group and what that probably meant to her.

      “That’s awesome, House. Glad to see it. Darling, you guys got a few more Rifts in you? I don’t want to stray too far from Highwater right now and I’m not going to get this sort of Experience anywhere else.”

      She jabbed her sword into the sand and leaned on it. “Sure. I think Rock and Nina are probably dropping soon though, guess they’ve got some stuff to take care of back in the real world.”

      “Sucks to be them,” Frank said.

      “Truly,” Darling said.

      I opened up my Rift Map and took note of some of the nearby portals.

      “Dropping down to five is probably ideal anyway. I’m not seeing any other Raid Rifts in this zone, but there are a handful of five-mans we could wrap up.”

      “Sounds good to me. If these Rifts are really limited or slow to respawn then I’d like to hit as many as possible. I’ve got the rest of the guild running around doing the same thing in the Sands, too.”

      “That’s perfect,” I said. I pointed at a five-person Rift directly to the west. “Let’s knock this one out, yeah? I can fill you in on what just went down on the way.”

      “Sure, but did it go well?”

      “Oh yes,” I said. “It went very, very well. We just picked up a new business partner.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Tyrann,” I said.

      The look on Darling’s face was priceless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the afternoon went by in a blur as the guild and I bounced from Rift to Rift, running through them at an increasingly frenetic pace as everybody transitioned from E-grade to D-grade.

      We’d only parted ways about ten minutes ago after finishing a Rift. I was headed for the Stronghold on my bike to try to get some information out of the King we’d captured, House had slipped away to get me a good look at the new and improved Vale, while what remained of the group kept grinding.

      But honestly? This had been one of the best days I’d had in EBO thus far.

      After seeing how Darling had reacted to me dropping Frank—or not reacted—I knew for certain that I could fully trust her and the other core members of the guild, and once that weight was off my back, it was shocking just how heavy it had been in hindsight.

      That had made it even more of a blast to bounce around, to count on other people to scout for me from time to time, to lose myself in instance after instance with my focus on the game in front of me and nothing else as the loot and Experience and Renown piled up at an incredible rate.

      Tyrann had already gotten started on the Caravan system as well. He’d already linked the Vale up with Highwater—for which I’d received a prompt—and he’d sent me a message to let me know that Caravans were already en route to Koria and a handful of other places far to the east with large escorts to secure them.

      The only problem was that he had yet to expand his influence west from the Sands, so I’d probably have to handle expanding to the western continents on my own sooner rather than later.

      Still, the idea that several of Tyrann’s guild members were currently making sure that my Caravan arrived safely in his Capital had kept me grinning for hours on end, though of course it would be the better part of a day before that one reached Koria, given the distance it had to go.

      All of those players had been removed from the Sands as well, which was no small thing, and many of his NPCs were busy doling out water from my now-completed Water Tower.

      And once we’d polished off our sixth and final Rift because Jukes and Zoe both had to run for a bit, I’d doubled back to the Stronghold and not only picked up entire fistfuls of Rift Gems and Soul Gems but also raced by level 13—I was already almost halfway to 14.

      That meant that if the amount of Experience I received from tomorrow morning’s Housing System payout was comparable to today’s, then that should be enough to push me close to 15, if not over the threshold.

      Which meant I wasn’t far off from a class change.

      I’d snagged a few more useful pieces of D-grade, too:

      
        
        {Petrified Kickers}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 31

        Slot: Feet

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +8 Intelligence, +3 Constitution

        Armor: +4%

      

        

      
        {Stonescorch Pauldrons}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 35

        Slot: Shoulders

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +7 Intelligence, +6 Constitution

        Armor: +5%

      

      

      With those two pieces equipped, I only had three pieces of D-grade left to acquire: gloves, bracers, and a necklace. Hopefully the Auction House would help out there once it was truly up and running.

      In addition to the gear, I’d picked up a new recipe for the Housing System as well.

      
        
        {Expansion Module} (Tier I to Tier II Building)

        Description: Expands a structure owned by the player by one plot, which may improve the yield or benefits offered by certain structures. Expanding more advanced structures will result in greater construction costs and longer Load Times.

        Plot Requirement: 1 Plot Adjacent to a structure owned by the Player.

        Resources Required: Variable.

        Load Time: 6-24 Hours.

      

      

      I was already thinking of the inn. We didn’t have much of a need for House’s Basic Farms anymore, I could use the extra revenue for my conversions, and the Vale could use every bit of extra Housing that it could get.

      Maybe most important of all, I’d picked up a brand-new ability at 13 that I was absolutely in love with.

      
        
        {Gravity Bird} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You launch a massive raven that travels up to 40 yards and then explodes, creating a dark orb of shadow energy that deals no damage but draws in all enemy targets within 10 yards for 6 seconds and prevents them from running out of it. Movement abilities such as {Charge} or {Leap} will override this spell’s effect. You may detonate Gravity Bird at any time.

        Cast time: Instant

        Cooldown: 1 minute

        Cost: 80 Mana

        Next Rank: Pull radius is increased by 2 yards.

      

      

      It didn’t deal any damage—which had made it even more fun to pick because of the way it needled Frank—but the positioning potential was absolutely clutch, especially when working in a group; being able to stack up multiple mobs at once and prevent them from moving made for some absolutely massive Area of Effect potential with proper communication.

      And though I hadn’t needed the individual damage at the time, I couldn’t wait to slap a piercing rune onto my blunderbuss, round up a bunch of smaller mobs, and see just how quickly I could burn the group.

      The other two abilities had been tempting: Terror Bird would have allowed me to shoot a piercing linear projectile that feared everything it touched for 4 seconds, while Raven’s Fury would have shot a howitzer-like bird that flew up then streaked down and stunned everything within a 5-yard radius of its landing zone for 2 seconds.

      Terror Bird had been the easier of the two to dismiss: though the fear effect itself was arguably stronger than the pull effect of Gravity Bird, I vastly preferred the idea of grouping up targets rather than causing them to scatter in random directions, especially now that I had a good group to run with.

      I had almost selected Raven’s Fury for the stun, though Frank had informed me that the howitzer style made it a bit difficult to use by imparting a second-and-a-half delay between when the ability was fired and when the stun actually landed.

      That would probably have been fine for grinding mobs, but the delay seemed like it might require a bit of setup in PVP to confirm a hit, and in the end, that was enough for Gravity Bird to win the day.

      As I gunned my bike toward the ocean, I pulled up my stat sheet, not having had time to check it through the grindfest.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The Piratical)

      

        

      
        Level: 11 > 13

        Tier II Class: Shadeslinger

        Gear Level: 321 > 402

      

        

      
        Strength: 22 > 18

        Dexterity: 94 > 111

        Constitution: 71 > 102

        Intelligence: 128 > 151

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 23 > 20

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +10% > +8%

        Haste Rating: +2% > 0%

        Hit Rating: +3% > +2%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 60 > 73

      

        

      
        Health: 568 > 816

        Mana: 1280 > 1510

      

        

      
        Armor: 39%

        Magical Resistance: 37% > 29%

      

      

      I closed the stat sheet, focusing again on my surroundings. The last Rift had left me deep in the southwestern part of the White Hills, and though cutting through the Sands to save time was tempting—I was dying to get a look at the Water Tower and the Auction House in person—I knew I was safer bypassing the zone and traveling via Galley.

      “What are you grinning about now?” Frank said. “Your Magical Resistance dropped by almost 10%. I refuse to let us die to magic. It’s a matter of principle.”

      “Oh it’s us now, is it?” I said as I swerved to the left to give a stacked pack of rocks a wide berth, just barely succeeding in not waking them up.

      “If you’re dying, yes. Because that reflects poorly on me and you know I can’t have that.”

      “Fair enough, but we’re better off in general. That drop happened because of that ring we picked up, but a huge part of that latest Health boost is mostly thanks to that one item.”

      “I don’t much care for your logical explanations. Magic doing more is bad. I will die on this hill.”

      “I don’t feel like you’ve ever met a hill you aren’t willing to die on.”

      “I do like hills,” Frank said. “Hey, that’s another thing I like: metaphorical hills on which to verbally die. What’s that, nineteen things that I like now?”

      “I think you’re at four. Macarons, mystery meat, cats, and hills, I guess, kinda.” I scratched my temple. “Can’t lie, that’s a pretty diverse spread.”

      “Yeah. I feel my plate’s pretty full at this point when it comes to liking things. I should probably get back to indiscriminately hating on stuff.”

      “You say that like you stopped,” I said as I coasted up toward one of the dunes that separated the White Hills from the Sands, squinting down at him as I went.

      “What?”

      I blew out a puff of air. The hating magic thing… it was still bugging me.

      Not that Frank hated it and talked about how much he hated it on an hourly basis—I just tuned him out whenever he went back to that well—but rather that the hatred wasn’t his.

      Or at least that it hadn’t been originally, and I kind of felt like at this point, after everything we’d been through together, I owed him the truth.

      “I’m weighing up whether or not I should tell you something,” I said.

      “Are you going to compliment me? If so, fire away. But recognize that I’m probably already aware of whatever it is you’re about to say.”

      “No. I think it might piss you off, actually.”

      “Ned, I live on your hip. I never stop being pissed off at the state of affairs.”

      “Fair,” I said. “Alright.”

      I gunned the bike between two deep fissures that were lined with purple wildflowers, then ramped up off a small boulder and shot over another crevasse.

      “So, you don’t actually hate magic.”

      “That may be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Frank said. “And I’ve heard you say a lot of dumb things.”

      “Right, I mean, you do. But also, you don’t. Or at least you didn’t in the beginning.”

      “House, where is Ned and what have you done with him?”

      I tapped my temple. “You know, House might actually be able to help with this.”

      “Okay, I’m officially concerned.”

      “I mean, it’s not terrible. I’m just not quite sure how to explain it without just throwing it in your face.”

      “I don’t understand your hesitation.”

      “Fine, look. When I first met Kline, I pissed him off.”

      “Naturally. If your life was a videogame—I guess other than the one that it currently is—and you had one ability, it’d be a permanent aura that rubbed people the wrong way.”

      I ignored his attempt at deflection and pressed on.

      “Right. The Head Start thing really irked him and he decided to make an example of me. So before he handed you over, he made a change.”

      “Why would anyone want to change me when I’m so obviously beyond reproach?”

      “He made you hate magic, Frank. He did that to spite me.”

      Frank hesitated. “But I do hate magic.”

      I gripped the handlebars a little harder. “Yeah, I know. But you didn’t choose to hate it. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Frank hesitated for a very, very long time. And when he spoke, his voice was a low rasp.

      “I’m not free then, am I? I’m not even me.”

      “No I really don’t think it means—”

      “Wow,” Frank said. “I’m just screwing with you. Man, you should have seen your face. All stupid and concerned for no discernable reason.

      “I don’t care why I hate magic—I hate what I hate, Ned. And you know what? Screw Kline and his weird teats. He’s… he’s…” he trailed off, losing steam.

      “A bad dad?”

      “Yeah! He’s a really bad dad. Maybe the worst dad ever.”

      “Probably.” I wasn’t sure I totally agreed there, but I was just happy to get the Kline stuff off my chest. “So you’re good with all that? I just felt like you should know.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Frank said. He paused. “I guess it’s good to know. And who knows, maybe it’ll redirect some small amount of my loathing over a vast period of time. I do have one very important question though.”

      “Shoot?”

      “The moon?”

      “That’s all you, Frank.”

      I felt him squint up at the sky. “Good. I knew that hatred was true. I could feel it in my shaft.”

      I winced.

      “What?”

      “Word choice, dude.”

      “I have two parts, Ned. Shaft and blade. I’m working with what I got.”

      “Whatever,” I said, laughing.

      I was finally getting close to the beach, and there were a couple of players grinding crabs in the surf a couple of hundred yards to the south, so I struck out a little more to the north just to be safe.

      “Hey,” Frank said. “Have you ever thought about the fact that we both have bad dads?”

      “True. I mean mine’s dead, but yeah.”

      “Yeah, mine’s dead to me though, so basically the same thing. In fact, mine is probably harder to deal with.”

      “If you say so.”

      “It’s weird though.”

      “What is?”

      “I mean, we both had bad dads and yet we turned out so different. I’m confident and dashing and—”

      “I really wish you had a skip button sometimes. Like something I could press to fast forward ten seconds.”

      “And then there’s you. Need I say more?”

      “I really hope you don’t.”

      I drove the bike into the surf as far as it would go, then hopped off and summoned my Cutter.

      “You know I’m here for you if you ever need a deep dive on your many failures as a person, right?” Frank said. “I’m happy to go into depth. In fact, I will happily drown in that stuff if necessary. Maybe even if it isn’t.”

      “So appreciate the offer.”

      “Eh, don’t thank me. That’s just what acquaintances who are forced to tolerate each other for long periods of time do.”

      I suppressed a laugh, hopped onto my Cutter, and sailed up the coast.
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      Once we were as far north as we needed to go, I beached the Cutter and mounted up, then headed for the Stronghold and called House on the way so that I could take another look at the newly improved Withered Vale.

      I was sick and tired of having to view the city through a video window—there was nothing I wanted more right then than to be able to stroll through the streets and see what we were creating firsthand—but again, it was the safer choice.

      “Hello I am House,” House said. She stood with her back to the Water Tower while Cultists dressed in white swarmed around it.

      “I know, House,” I said. “Again, I called you. Wow. The Vale is looking busy. Is there any new construction going on?”

      “There is indeed. The city itself seems to have expanded to an unprecedented degree, and many of the temporary structures beyond the walls have been replaced by more permanent dwellings. But I am afraid that I have truly terrible news to share.”

      I sat up a little straighter on my bike. “What’s wrong?”

      House swallowed, and though she winced a lot more than she should have, all in all the motion looked pretty genuine.

      “Upon arrival, I decided to purchase a great deal of food for future consumption. The transaction went well, but then the merchant told me to enjoy my meal.”

      “…And?”

      House took a deep breath. “And I answered by saying you too, which I now realize implied that he, too, should enjoy his meal. But he did not have a meal to enjoy. And now I feel as if I should cease to exist.”

      I barked a laugh. “Yeah, that’ll happen. Don’t sweat it.”

      “The interaction occurred several minutes ago but I am still perspiring at the thought of it.”

      “I would try not to worry about it,” I said as I wound my way through a deep valley between two black dunes. “I doubt he was even listening.”

      “Understood,” House said. “But how am I to avoid such lapses in the future?”

      “In my experience, you don’t,” I said. “You just do stuff like that forever, and eventually it becomes tolerable.”

      “I see. How Sisyphean.”

      “Sisyphus?” I said.

      Frank snorted. “He’s the guy who got stuck rolling a rock up a hill for all eternity while knowing he’d never reach the top.”

      “I know who it is, Frank. I’m just wondering where House got that from.”

      “I have recently taken to reading existentialist philosophy in an attempt to mitigate my struggles with anxiety,” House said.

      “Has it helped?”

      “Perhaps slightly. Kierkegaard once postulated that life is not a problem to be solved but a reality to be experienced. And I have found some small measure of comfort in that.”

      She looked down at her hands. “I do however wish he had spent more time theorizing about how one ought to swing their arms while walking. Am I supposed to alternate with my steps, or swing my arms in unison with them?”

      Frank and I both cracked up laughing, and though I was quicker to stifle it, he was right behind me.

      “Additionally,” House continued, “I would have appreciated it if he had been more intensely focused on what one ought to be doing with their hands during conversation. It seems to me to be a very practical concern, and I do not understand why it has gone unaddressed in educated circles for so very long.”

      “Oh!” I said. “I think I’ve actually got something to help you out there, House. Once we’re done here, you should run out to the Stronghold. I’ve got a gift for you. I’m glad the philosophy is helping and I’m sorry about the anxiety stuff, but we should probably get back on track.”

      “House,” Frank said, “if you ever need someone to talk to about existentialism, I’m here for you.”

      I glanced down at him as I crested a dune. “No way.”

      “Are you really that surprised?”

      “I’m not surprised. I think you’re just pretending to know about it because you think the name sounds cool.”

      “False. First of all, as a man of culture, I am intimately familiar with multiple schools of deep thought.”

      “You’ve never thought deeply about anything in your life.”

      “Secondly, as someone who is intensely concerned with ending the existence of other people, I was naturally drawn to existentialism.

      “But after about four seconds of reading up on it, I realized that it had nothing to do with offing people so I dropped it like a hot potato. That said, four seconds of reading as an AI gets you pretty far.”

      I paused. “Okay, yeah. I completely buy that second part, especially because I wasn’t that far off on the name-sounding-cool thing. I withdraw my accusation.”

      “Yeah you do.”

      “Hot potato?” House said.

      “Oh God, not this again. Frank, not a word. House, we can talk more about this once we’re back together.”

      “Understood. I also bear news from Lars: he has returned for the night to help his mother with the inn, and it is already running at full capacity.”

      I pumped a fist. That meant a promising return for my Renown and Experience windfall in the morning. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

      I peered through the video window to where a line of NPCs dressed in white robes stretched from the Water Tower and disappeared around a corner. “And how’s the water situation?”

      “Things seem to be going swimmingly as far as the doling out of the water is concerned, and the Cultists have been doling out food as well.”

      “Swimmingly?” I said.

      House cocked her head. “Have I erred in my selection of words?”

      “No,” I said. “That’s a great word.”

      “Quality selection,” Frank agreed. “You still sound like a robot, but at this point, if I didn’t know you and I bumped into you on the street I’d probably just think you were odd.”

      House beamed. “I will happily take being odd if it means not being properly identified as a home security system.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “I mean, that’s probably always been a pretty unlikely guess, but you’ve definitely made some serious progress. Anyway, water?”

      “The Cultists are doing an excellent job with handing out water. In fact, they may be doing too excellent of a job.”

      “How’s that?”

      “They are rapidly outpacing our reserves. The Water Tower itself has already been depleted once, and I currently estimate that our supply will only last through the morning at best.

      “This means it will also be a struggle to maintain the Running Water buff overnight, which in turn will likely leave us with several dissatisfied players who were counting on receiving additional Experience in exchange for lodging at the inn at a premium rate.”

      I winced. “That’s not great. I assume you’re also taking the tree’s supply rate into consideration?”

      “Unfortunately, there is no longer any supply rate to consider. The tree has ceased all production and entered what appears to be a dormant state.”

      “Okay. Timing’s not good, but I think we can handle this. It won’t be long before we’ve got the Auction House hooked up to other cities, at which point we should be able to buy water on the cheap.

      “I’m still worried about the tree, but the other bit sounds doable. If I need to fund the water handouts to keep the city growing and to keep Tyrann spreading my network, then that’s what I’ll do. All of that aside, it’s the best thing for the city in the long term.

      “In the meantime, let’s prioritize getting the citizens their water. If the Running Water buff slips and players complain tomorrow, we can probably refund them or something. The demand for Housing is high enough that it probably doesn’t matter right now.

      “Speaking of handouts,” I continued, “I wonder if we could position you as Francis’ right-hand man, House.”

      House frowned. “I am not a man, nor do I wish to be attached to one. Furthermore, Francis does not exist.”

      “Figure of speech,” I said. “It means we’d be introducing you as the person Francis trusts most. I was thinking we’d start small: maybe you get seen replenishing the water with Lars before you head this way or something like that.

      “My guess is that at least some people would pick up on that, and Lars is already associated with Francis to some degree thanks to the Cursed Eye.

      “I would really love to have someone that could represent me when it came to Francis’ business deals, but at the same time it might be asking a lot of you. We’d start you slow, but you’d have to interact with players and NPCs, and you’d—”

      “I will become the hand of Francis,” House said.

      “Really?” I said. “Just like that? You don’t want to take a moment to run through the ramifications?”

      “I feel as though my development has slowed as of late. And though I am struggling, I still believe that I have not been challenging myself enough, so I am eager for more responsibility.”

      “Alright, I’ll keep that in mind for the future,” I said. “Thanks, House.”

      “Understood. Shall I show you the Auction House now that a node has been connected?”

      “Please do.”

      House lowered her head and walked through the crowd, which melted around her.

      “Wow, look at her go,” Frank said. “Not stumbling into people or saying weird things for no reason or anything like that.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “You’re looking surprisingly comfortable there House.”

      “Excellent,” House said. “Because it feels like my skin is on too tight. And also like it is on fire.”

      “Probably for the best if you don’t talk about skin like that.”

      “Noted. I also feel as though everyone is staring at me, though I know they are not. I also feel as if they disapprove, though I am unsure as to how I have earned the ire of so many.” She looked up at the sky. “It appears that I dislike crowds in general. Normal?”

      “Normal,” I said.

      “However, I have discovered that if I keep my eyes on the ground and simply walk forward, people tend to move around me.”

      “I think I got this,” Frank said. “House, just imagine that they’re all admiring you instead of hating you. And they’re staring because they’re interested in what you’ll do next, not because they despise you with every fiber of their being.”

      House stepped up to the Auction House, which was a white, rectangular building with a gently sloping roof, but paused before entering.

      “Does that work for you, Frank?” House said.

      “Well,” Frank said, “my case is a little different ’cause that’s actually what’s happening as I walk around. Or thwap around as I dangle, whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “You really think people are just walking around admiring you?” I said. “I mean, honestly?”

      “I am currently the sole desire of hundreds of thousands of players. And my mere existence has driven multiple attempts on your life, and a war. So, yes. Basically.”

      I shrugged. “I still think you’re coming on a little strong here, but that’s a better argument than I was expecting.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “Anyway. Think of it as a redirection, House.”

      “I would prefer the sensation of weightiness to simply vanish,” House said. “The idea of this many people being interested in my daily life is causing me to become equally uncomfortable.”

      “Really?” Frank said. “Well, that’s weird. I’m at a loss here, so I guess Ned can take over.”

      “You and me both, House,” I said. “Try not to sweat it—you’re tracking well.”

      “You could also imagine them naked,” Frank said.

      “That’s for stage fright. Plus it’s just weird in general. I really don’t think people do that. I mean honestly, who finds walking into a room full of naked people to be relaxing? Like you stroll in and you’re just like yeah, bits everywhere, this works?”

      “You’re fun at parties, huh?”

      House shuddered. “I feel tingly and I do not like it.”

      “Alright, I’m ducking out of this one,” Frank said. “I can’t wrap my head around the idea of attention feeling bad.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about trying to solve this, House,” I said. “It’ll get better with time, or it won’t. Either way, we’ll figure it out.”

      “I appreciate your assistance,” House said. “I also appreciate Frank’s assistance, even if his ideas were objectively terrible.”

      “Hey!” Frank said.

      “I apologize if I overstepped.”

      “No, don’t do that, that’s weird. If somebody calls you out on something, you always double down instead of apologizing.”

      “Ignore him,” I said. “He’s not trying to help you become a person, he’s trying to turn you into a miniature Frank.”

      “But I occupy substantially more space than he does,” House said.

      “Can you just head in and bring up the Auction House menu?”

      House crossed the room, which was wide and narrow with low ceilings. A long bar ran the full length of the room with a clerk named Tessa behind it, dressed in fine, dark robes.

      House strolled up and tapped the air.

      I looked left, right, left.

      “House?” I said. “I can’t see anything. I don’t have access to your menus.”

      “Can I grant you access?” House said.

      “Nah,” Frank said. “Just tell us what you’re seeing.”

      “Three hundred and ninety-eight listings in all.”

      I whistled. “That’s unexpected. I thought it would take a while before we saw anything at all.”

      “It’s NPC-driven,” Frank said. “They’ll list their excess supplies, but they don’t buy very much. You’re probably looking almost exclusively at the seller’s market from Highwater at this point.”

      I had House give me a quick summary of the items that were available, and though there were a couple of pieces of gear on offer, most of the stuff skewed toward building materials: Lumber, Stone, and the like.

      And not only was it expensive, but the quality was lacking.

      Still, it was super promising: Koria was a much larger city than Highwater, and I was anxious to see how things would work out once those markets were effectively combined.

      Water was available too, and though it was priced at 15 coppers a unit—a figure that meant funding the water handout myself would still be pricey—it seemed like a good sign that it was vastly cheaper in Highwater than in the Vale.

      “Alright,” I said. “I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on what’s going on here. Last thing: can you take me back behind the inn? I’m thinking we should slam some of those Expansion Modules down and get them going as soon as possible.”

      “Certainly,” House said, and she made her way back through the crowd and into the inn.

      The common room was absolutely packed with people, a disproportionate number of whom were dressed in white.

      I spotted Lars crossing the room with a tray full of Firewater, and though he looked pretty worn out, he had a glow about him that I hadn’t seen before.

      House waved at him and got a friendly nod in return, then headed out back.

      Our poor tree was totally bereft of leaves, but its thin limbs had grown a number of green buds.

      I cracked a smile. “Our tree really is going to bloom again eventually, eh?”

      “Indeed,” House said. “This must be a rather new development, as I had not previously noticed the buds.”

      “That’s a pleasant surprise,” I said.

      The other spare plots around the tree weren’t quite so grand: House was probably between harvests because her aspen trees were small, and even her potatoes were marked as not being ready.

      “House,” I said, “is any of that stuff ready for picking? And if not, do you have any idea when it will be?”

      “This is a recent rotation. It will be at least four hours before I am able to harvest the potatoes and eight hours before I may claim the trees.”

      I mulled that over. I was tempted to ride out one more rotation, but that was a lot of time, and our need for raw materials would likely decrease once the Auction Network was fully online.

      I also wanted to get the extra modules down as early as possible.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go ahead and just clear it all out and see what putting these modules in is going to cost us.”

      Frank cleared his throat.

      “If you have her pick everything before it’s ready, you won’t end up with much of a return. Might get a couple units of wood per tree and maybe a potato here or there, but that’s it.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “Got a better suggestion?”

      “Burn it all to the ground.”

      “Gee, thanks Frank.”

      “I’m not kidding. Seriously, you should torch it all.”

      I cocked my head at him. “Do you mean Raze it? I thought about that, but I didn’t think the payoff would be very high since it’s based on the value of what you actually burn.”

      “True, but it’s better than what you’d get otherwise.”

      “Cool, that works for me. House, you heard him: Raze those three farm plots. You might wanna head over to the tree first, though. Razing can kill you pretty quick if you’re standing in the area you’re burning.”

      House stepped beneath our tree and tapped the air, then every aspen burst into flame at the same moment as a wave of fire ripped across the ground.

      A great puff of black smoke billowed into the sky and left nothing but dirt behind.

      I noticed I’d picked up a pair of silver coins and a bit of copper, but I’d snagged a tiny bit of Experience and Renown from the Raze as well.

      “So,” I said, “it looks like I converted those coins into Experience and Renown, but I don’t see why.”

      “That land was part of the Housing System, and your Renown Buffs give you Experience and Renown whenever you make money,” Frank said.

      “Nice. Those amounts are pretty low, but that’s definitely a good piece of info to have. House, can you see what those modules are going to cost us and how many we can afford to place?”

      “Of course,” House said. She stepped back onto our now empty plots and tapped the air a few more times. “Each Expansion Module requires 8 Lumber, 6 Iron Bars, and 8 Rough Stone.”

      “That’s dirt cheap,” I said.

      “It’s because the modules calculate off the cost of the original structure,” Frank said. “So, the Basic Inn, in this case.”

      “Perfect. Let’s do it.”

      “I possess all of the Lumber and Stone that I require, but I lack Iron,” House said. “Shall I purchase the materials via the Auction House, begin construction, then join you at the Stronghold?”

      “Yeah, that sounds perfect. You’ve got enough coin?”

      “I do.”

      “Great. And really, try not to stress too much. Being human is hard.”

      House sighed. “It is a difficult endeavor.”

      “You’ve come a really long way,” I said. “See you in a few.”

      “I shall witness you in several minutes as well.”

      I ended the call as I crested the dune that contained the Stronghold, which gave me a fair view of the road beyond and the giant elevators that led up to and into Highwater City.

      The road was packed, with somewhere around a hundred people visible, mostly players trucking Trade Packs between cities.

      I crept into the Stronghold with my guns drawn, trying to make as little noise as possible in case somebody was investigating the cavern beyond.

      But instead of bumping into other players, I ran right into a shabby-looking house that sat in the dead center of the tunnel that led into the cavern beyond.

      I barked a laugh. “She already finished it.”

      The house itself looked cheap: the roof appeared ready to collapse, a number of shingles were missing, and the front windows were boarded up.

      But that was probably ideal—it just looked like some NPC had built a house here some time back then promptly abandoned it.

      I went up and tried the front door and was unsurprised to find it unlocked. Darling must have already set the permissions so that I had access.

      “We don’t deserve Darling,” Frank said. “Well, you don’t.”

      The interior of the house was completely empty, so I headed straight through and out into the Suncap-lit cavern behind it, then slipped inside the Guild Hall.

      “We got a plan for interrogating the King and getting that quest?” Frank said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You stay quiet while I ask for the information I told him to have ready for us.”

      “Or we could do good cop, bad cop.”

      “That seems wildly unnecessary.”

      “Cool, I’ll be the bad cop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I ducked into the room I’d locked Vesuvian in and dropped into the chair in front of his writing desk.

      He’d been lying face-down on the bed when I entered, but he quickly rolled onto his back and sat up, then scooted back against the headboard.

      “Ready to chat?” I said.

      “Or die terribly?” Frank added, helpful as ever. “Because we could do that instead of chatting.”

      “Ignore the axe. Nobody’s dying. How are you doing?”

      “You’re going way too hard on the good cop angle,” Frank whispered.

      “I’m thirsty,” the King said.

      I popped a gourd of water into my hand and tossed it to him.

      “Seriously?” Frank said. “You’re terrible at this.”

      The King caught it and made a great show of sniffing the contents, eyeing me all the while.

      I pointed at one of my pistols. “If I wanted you dead, I’d just put a glowing hole through your chest.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Frank said.

      I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I feel like what you actually want is bad cop, worse cop.”

      “Yes.”

      Vesuvian squinted at me, then downed half the water I’d given him.

      “Have you thought about what I said? About being helpful?”

      He nodded. “I’m willing to lend you what aid I can. But I’d like to know what’s in it for me.”

      “Avoiding an extremely slow, painful death,” Frank said.

      The King paled.

      “Can you stop?” I said, voice low. “You said I could get this quest by getting him to talk and that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “Torturing the quest out of him would be several minutes faster.”

      “Several minutes?”

      “More importantly, it’d be way, way more fun.”

      “This may come as a surprise to you, Frank, but the amount of fun you’re having at any given moment is not exactly my central concern.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “It’s not just about the quest, though—it’s about cooperation. He’s gotta have a ton of information on the other Kings at the very least, and I’d like to get him to the point where he feels comfortable confiding in us. It’s not like that would cost us anything.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      Vesuvian cleared his throat and looked up at the wooden beams that framed the ceiling. “What is it that you want to know?”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Everything. But I guess I’d like to hear a little more about your standing with the Kings.”

      He shifted slightly, as if uncomfortable. “Well, I am a King. But not in a way that matters.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “My mother is… was… the Queen of Highwater’s sister. She was the last real Queen Vesuvian.”

      “Wait—your mother was a Merchant Queen?” I said.

      He nodded. “She passed away a few years ago. And ever since, the other two Kings have been boxing me out. They’ve hired away my guards, they’ve expelled what friends I had from the Vale.”

      “So they’ve been isolating you. I buy that, but I still don’t get why they’d send you out into the desert to die. That’s a drastic escalation from trying to freeze you out.”

      He shrugged. “They hated my mother because of the way the Queen favored her. She favored me, too, especially once my mother passed. Sent gifts that the other Kings took for themselves. You’d think that would have made it better, but it didn’t.”

      “Are the other two Kings related to the Queen as well?”

      “Distantly,” Vesuvian said.

      That was interesting. Though the Queen of Highwater hadn’t been an issue to date, the Sands were rapidly changing, and I was going to have to deal with the Kings in one way or another sooner or later.

      And if Vesuvian was popular with the Queen—and the other Kings were not—that made him more valuable than I’d realized.

      “But there has to be something that triggered it, right?” I said. “They hated you for years, then they suddenly decided they could afford to get rid of you despite your standing with the Queen? There’s gotta be something else there.”

      He rubbed his face. “There were a number of issues at play, yes. We’d been arguing over the water in the Vale more of late. I was advocating for a price cut, and as you might imagine, the other two were opposed.”

      “A price cut wouldn’t have gone far enough to help the Vale. Not even close.”

      He shrugged. “No, but it would have been a step in the right direction. And it was something that I could suggest without risking my life.”

      “Apparently not.”

      He eyed me up and down, as if he were weighing me. “Indeed. But if there was one thing?” he said, sighing. “It was when I went and made myself expendable.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      “The one thing they let me do was manage the finances for the Vale. I never got to touch the actual gold, but I was responsible for keeping tabs on the guards’ salaries, on the upkeep costs for the city, and so on.

      “Then, a couple weeks back, Aeros accused me of stealing. Said I was overpaying someone and siphoning out the difference. I’d always just done the figures in my head so I didn’t have anything to point at to prove him wrong. And—”

      I held up a hand to cut him off. “Yeah, I can see where this is going. You wrote up the whole budget for the Vale and handed it over to the other Kings to prove you weren’t stealing. And once they had everything mapped out, they no longer needed you.”

      He drew back slightly but quickly masked his surprise. “Precisely. Then you came into the picture, and they figured they could send me out to meet you and I’d either handle the inn for them or end up dead. Or captured, as it turns out.”

      “Okay. That confirms a lot of what I was thinking. But the question remains: where do we go from here?”

      “Toenail extraction,” Frank said.

      “Gross, dude.”

      Vesuvian blew out a puff of air. “You tell me.”

      “Did you enjoy running the numbers?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “It was satisfying. It was nice to be good at something, and there were moments when I felt appreciated.”

      I nodded, though I was having a bit of a hard time getting a read on this guy, like I was getting caught somewhere between pity and disdain.

      And while I wasn’t sure just how involved running the Withered Vale could really get, I liked the idea of having someone around who already knew where all of its money went.

      “What would you say if I told you I could get rid of the Kings?”

      “I’d rather see them face the Queen’s justice for their actions,” Vesuvian said. “Though I’m not sure what exactly I could prove if it came to that.”

      “I’m not suggesting that I’m about to kill them.”

      “Ugh,” Frank whispered. “Of course not, ’cause that would be fun. And interesting.”

      “But trust me on this,” I continued. “One way or another, I’m going to make the Kings irrelevant in the coming days. And once I’ve driven them out of the Vale, I might have room for you to step back into the city.”

      He leaned forward, and the hunger in his eyes was obvious.

      “What are you offering?”

      “I’m not sure just yet,” I said. “Your old title, but with some actual weight behind it? Or maybe a new role entirely. I don’t know. But I imagine I can do better than the two men who accused you of being a thief and then sent you off into the desert to die.”

      I pointed around at the room I’d set him up in. “I think in a lot of ways I already have. And if this is how I treat my enemies, how do you think I treat my friends?”

      Vesuvian’s smile was subdued, but hopeful.

      “I’m listening.”

      “But you should know that this isn’t a one-off sort of thing. I’ll be expecting help every step of the way. And whatever you get in the end is going to hinge on how much assistance you’ve provided.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Where do we start?”

      “The most important thing I need right now is a way into Highwater. The lifts are too busy, and I don’t want to end up on a raft with ten people who decide to kill me halfway to the Bobbing Market. And the area is bound to be swarming with Cultists. Maybe you’ve got a carriage I could steal?”

      “Getting warmer,” Frank whispered.

      Vesuvian shook his head. “I had precisely one personal carriage. And I believe you know what happened to it.”

      “Any other ideas then?”

      “There is a way. But it could cause some problems for you if you’re discovered.”

      “What kind of problems?”

      He licked his lips. “For one, it’ll be dangerous. And even if you can handle it, there are precisely three people in this world who know about this route. If the other Kings find out that you know about it, they’re going to wonder where you got the information.”

      “They might think you’re still alive. Or they might suspect one another.”

      Vesuvian inclined his head. “As to which is more likely? I’d call it a coin flip.”

      “I see,” I said. I was already wondering if I might be able to use his secret to drive a wedge between the other Kings, but for now I just needed that quest.

      Vesuvian chewed his fingernails. “There used to be a passage underground that ran to Highwater. It followed the road for a while, cut up into the mountains, then punched up into the back of the city.”

      “There used to be? What do you mean by that?”

      “Well…” Vesuvian said. “Unless it’s caved in, the route should still be there. But it isn’t exactly operable.”

      “Quit hedging,” I said. “What was it for? And what happened?”

      The King sighed and slumped his shoulders. “The goal was to build a pipeline between Highwater and our three Houses. We never got that far—my mother died while the tunnel was still underway—but we did succeed in finishing and bracing the route.”

      “For water?”

      “Exactly. It’s quite heavy, if you hadn’t noticed. And while the Barbarians were useful to us in many ways, we were looking for a way to cut them out.”

      “Of course you were.”

      He shrugged. “You’d have done the same thing.”

      “No,” I said. “Not here.”

      “Not here?”

      “Doesn’t matter. What happened? Why did you stop?”

      “Once we reached Highwater,” he said, “we set to widening the tunnel. We wanted to build the pipeline into the side of it and preserve enough space for a railway, and because the railway was by far the simpler construction, we started there and finished before long.

      “Then one of the miners fell into a… hive. Or something like it.”

      “A hive?”

      “I still don’t know what exactly they found,” the King said. “But the sounds were enough. And if you press your ear to the door, you can still hear them buzzing through the tunnel.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You said that only three of you know about the tunnel. What about the workers? You must have needed a massive force to dig out that much space.”

      “The construction took a very long time, but yes. We employed a rather large force.”

      “You’re not answering my question. What happened to the workers?”

      Vesuvian swallowed. “Aeros was setting off to inspect the work when the hive was breached. And when the screaming started, he sent his guards to inspect the commotion while he doubled back to his house.”

      “And the guards?”

      “They returned eventually,” he said. “But they weren’t right. And besides, they were dying. So he sealed the door behind him and we locked our respective entryways, and that was that.”

      “Nobody survived?”

      Vesuvian eyed his feet. “No. At least, no one that we know of. And if there were any loose ends, I imagine that my fellow Kings tied them up in short order.”

      Finally, there was a prompt. One that was even better than I could have hoped for.

      
        
        New Quest: {The World Beneath} (Evolving Quest) (Hidden Quest)!

        Objective: Gain entry to the Abandoned Railway beneath the Withered Vale (Phase I).

        Reward: Experience, Renown, and ??

      

      

      I inclined my head and took the quest. “How am I supposed to get in? And what am I going to be up against?”

      “I can give you a key to my estate,” Vesuvian said. “But I don’t know what you’ll find.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If the people truly think me dead, you may find my home abandoned. Or one of the other Kings may simply have moved in. My family’s estate has always been the largest of the three.”

      “I’ll take my chances there.”

      He reached into a pocket, withdrew a long, golden key, then tossed it over.

      I snatched it out of the air with one hand and immediately dropped it into my inventory.

      The King sighed. “What now?”

      “Now you wait. And if you’ve given me bad information, you sit here and spend the night dreading what happens when I get back.”

      He leaned back against the headboard. “The information is good. But what happens to me if you die down there?”

      I cracked a smile and readied a lie. “I imagine that means you’ll starve in this room. So if you’ve got any tips or tricks, I’d consider spilling them before it’s too late. Keep in mind that the Vale is not what you’d consider a very friendly place for me right now.”

      “Rear entrance is your best shot,” he said. “You’ll find the entryway to the tunnel in the basement. Same key.”

      “And how do you propose I get into the Kings’ Ward? Last I checked, I needed a sponsor before the guards would let me in.”

      Vesuvian pulled pen and paper from a pocket within his robes and scrawled a few quick lines against his nightstand.

      “Here.”

      I took it. The note said someone named Kiona was expecting me on urgent business, and he’d signed it as his brother Aeros. “Is this really going to work?”

      “It’ll hold up at a glance,” Vesuvian said, “but no more than that.”

      I pocketed the note. I didn’t love the idea of sneaking into the Vale, but at least I was heading to the Kings’ Ward, where the restrictions would probably keep the other players out.

      Between the key, the note, and the tabards I’d stolen days earlier, I thought I could probably get it done.

      Especially knowing that my second class change awaited me in Sarissa’s tower—if I could pull it off and if Illusion Magic was as good a fit as Frank had promised, I might be able to spend some actual time in the Vale again.

      And I might even be able to do it without having to look over my shoulder the entire time.

      I still wished there was an easier way—and I was slightly tempted by the more distant trainers that Frank had mentioned earlier—but the truth of the matter was that I couldn’t afford to burn whole days on travel time with the Rift event in full swing.

      “Alright then,” I said. “I’ll see you soon and let you know how it goes.” I left him enough food and water for the night, then stepped out into the hall and closed the door behind me.

      I rubbed my chin.

      “Is there a reason we aren’t sprinting headlong into danger?” Frank said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Timing.”

      I spun and cracked the door to the room across the hall. The space within was identical, if slightly more spacious.

      “If I grab a bit of sleep now, we can scoop a Rested buff then head for the Vale after midnight. The cover of darkness would help us sneak in, and that Experience boost will be pretty handy to have while questing.

      “Plus my Renown and Experience payouts from the Housing system seem like they occur in the morning or the early afternoon, so we’ll still have the buff up when that goes through.”

      I left the door wide open and stepped into the room.

      “You have any thoughts on how long this is going to take? I’d like to get back to Rifting before too long.”

      “Uh,” Frank said. “Couple minutes to the Vale while mounted, then we gotta find a way in. Could be tough. Quest will take a while too.”

      “I guess what I’m really asking is whether or not we’ll be done with the quest before the inn payout hits. I want to get into Highwater and out again as soon as possible, and I don’t want to get to the end of that tunnel at level 14 with nowhere else to go. If we can’t hit 15 before we reach Sarissa, then the whole thing’s kinda pointless.”

      “Can’t guarantee anything, but I don’t think it’ll be a problem. Quest is gonna be hard but rewarding, and we could always grind out a bit of Experience underground.”

      “Nice,” I said. “We could use a good challenge.”

      I threw myself onto the bed, which was unbelievably soft. Then I stifled a yawn and messaged Darling to see who would still be around once I woke up.

      “You calling in the cavalry?” Frank said.

      “Trying to, yeah.”

      I quickly got a private message back from Darling, who actually managed to sound tired in a text message.

      She and the guild had been Rifting all over for hours, and although everyone else was crashing for the night after their current instance, she offered to stay up for a little while longer if I needed help.

      It sounded like she’d really prefer to get some sleep, though, so I told her I’d catch her when she was back on and thanked her for the offer.

      “Looks like it’s just going to be me and you, Frank. And maybe House, given that Lars is busy at the inn.” I rolled my eyes as I crept beneath the covers. “Four hours, Frank. No dogs this time. And no alarm clocks. Nothing weird, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      I was out the moment I closed my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “He didn’t notice,” Frank said.

      I rubbed my face and sat up, my eyes immediately flicking toward the door across the hall. “What? What’s up? What didn’t I notice?”

      “You’re a really heavy sleeper, huh?”

      I threw the covers off and checked to make sure that I had a Rested buff, which I did. “What happened?”

      “Oh, just a comment.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean? What did you do?”

      “Nothing you won’t eventually notice.”

      “C’mon, man. I said nothing weird.”

      I half-walked, half-stumbled over to an end table that had a mirror and inspected my face, but thankfully found it bereft of blood.

      “You can’t just tell someone they’re a heavy sleeper then not explain how you drew that conclusion.”

      “False,” Frank said. “I literally just did that.”

      “That’s creepy, man. I can’t stop wondering what I slept through.”

      “That was the intention.”

      I sighed and paged through my alerts, then did a double-take at the number of Ripples that had gone out: I’d only slept for a couple of hours, but the player base must have been busy because I’d missed six Ripples in all.

      And there was a particularly interesting World Alert as well:

      
        
        World Alert: The Guild {Goon} has declared a Seven-Day Siege on Silkspan City!

      

      

      I rubbed my eyes. “What’s that about?”

      “Warlord Renown Path stuff,” Frank said. “You can Raze cities whenever if you’ve got the firepower, but if you’re going to try to take them over and keep everything for yourself—Housing Plots, buildings and so on—you gotta siege the city.

      “You gotta meet some conditions for that, and the declaration is meant to give the defenders time to organize their forces and so on. The windows get shorter as the Warlords get further down their Renown paths. Four-Day Sieges, Three-Day Sieges, and so on.”

      I suppressed a yawn. “Nothing quite like waking up to another war declaration. At least it wasn’t on me this time.”

      “Disagree.”

      I paged through my World-first Alerts next, and though I’d been ignoring most of the class alerts given the dozens upon dozens of classes that were available, one in particular caught my eye.

      
        
        World-first Alert: Player {Tyrann} is the first player to become a {Seraphic Swordsman}!

        Awarding Title: {The Winged Blade}!

      

      

      I sighed. “That’s a Tier III class, yeah?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Guess it could be worse. If he just hit 15, it means we’re not all that far behind.”

      I opened up my Rift Map to check on the progress of the Cathedrals, and sure enough, they’d all made a ton of progress: Tyrann’s was at 70%, and the three Cathedrals to the west were all in the 60s.

      The Cathedral in the Sands was a bit behind at 58%, but that wasn’t too bad, either.

      And the progress they’d all made seemed like it confirmed my earlier theory: that Ripples were accelerating the Cathedrals.

      I checked the event’s Rift counter next and found that the player base combined had wiped out nearly 100,000 Rifts since the event had kicked off.

      So if the next phase of the event really was triggered when the first Cathedral completed, things were going to be tight as to whether or not we were going to be able to clear enough Rifts in time to gain access to the Red Armory.

      I backed up a few steps, still rubbing my eyes, and bumped into something hard and sharp.

      I spun around and nearly leaped out of my skin—an armored player was standing in the center of the room, totally motionless.

      I jumped backward and drew my pistols, but the reality of the situation hit me halfway through the draw.

      “Good morning,” House said. She cocked her head. “Or is it good evening? Perhaps it is both? Good morning and good evening. Good evening and good morning. My face feels hot and I do not like it.”

      “House?” I said. “What… why are you in my room?”

      “You instructed me to meet you at the Stronghold.”

      I blinked. “Oh. I did do that, didn’t I? Wait. That was like, four hours ago.”

      “Four hours and fourteen minutes to be precise.”

      “And you’ve been doing what since you arrived?”

      “Watching you sleep,” House said.

      “For four hours?”

      “Yes. It was very instructive.”

      I eyed Frank. “Can’t lie man, she’s out-creeping you hard right now. It’s pretty difficult to compete with someone who’s willing to stay silent and motionless for hours at a time.”

      “What exactly do you think I do when you sleep?” Frank said.

      “Oh, I dunno. Plot against me?”

      “Yeah, I do do that. In fairness though, at this point it’s mostly about coming up with ways to inconvenience you.”

      “And I appreciate the progress.”

      “I am a generous god.”

      “But I also need to point out that House chose to stand here silently for four hours. You don’t really get a choice.”

      “I am eager to solve the riddle that is existing in front of others,” House said. She held out her hands, expectant.

      I rubbed my face and sat down on the edge of the bed. “What do you… oh. I promised you something that would help with all that.”

      “You did indeed promise me a useful gift.”

      I opened up a trade window with House and popped Bella—the pet cat I’d received back at the Cursed Eye—into it and confirmed the trade.

      House cocked her head, but accepted. She tapped the air once, and the small, dark animal popped into her arms, already purring.

      “Oh. It is so small and warm and vibrationally inclined. I do not know what it is, but I love it so much that my chest hurts.”

      “It’s a cat, House, and her name’s Bella. So you like her, yeah? I figured if you’re just standing around not sure of what to do, now you can pop a cat into your arms and pet it. Nobody looks twice at somebody who’s petting a cat.”

      “It is by far the most natural thing in the world to do at any given moment,” Frank said.

      “Truly?” House said, smiling. “I do feel remarkably soothed.”

      “Yeah, it’s like being at a house party where the host has a dog,” I said. “You just go over and sit by the dog, then you’re good.”

      “I am very pleased to possess this cat,” House said. “I do not mean to sound greedy, but would it be possible to acquire more cats?”

      “Possible?” Frank said. “It’s basically a moral imperative.”

      “Then I shall acquire numerous cats.”

      “Excellent decision,” Frank said. “If you need help petting them, I’m available.”

      “Great,” I said. “I’m glad you like her, but you might wanna keep her in your inventory while we’re running around.”

      “Understood,” House said, but the cat remained where it was.

      I waited a moment, then shrugged and cleared my throat. “Any noise from the King?”

      “Nah,” Frank said. “Dude snores like a bear, though.”

      I crossed the room and mentally unlocked the door, then headed across the hall and quietly turned the handle to the King’s room and peered inside.

      The King was indeed asleep, lying on his side and facing away from me while snoring up a storm, so I eased the door shut and relocked it, then headed downstairs and back out into the cave and eventually to the sands themselves.

      The air was cold and clear, the sky pocked with stars, and the awful, ever-present moon hung low and bright above the sands.

      I summoned the bike and mounted up, then glanced at House.

      “You’re welcome to tag along on this quest, House. I could probably use the help, but you’re going to have to run. The bike can’t carry two.”

      “I am glad I can be of assistance,” she said. “To where shall I run?”

      I sent her a party invite that she accepted instantaneously, then I handed her the note that Vesuvian had given me.

      “It’d be great if you could scout out the Kings’ Ward for me and let me know how busy it is. I’ll wait for you to arrive and get into position.”

      House nodded, then took off at a dead sprint, sand flying behind her. She had her arms pinned back behind her, like she was trying to make herself aerodynamic, or…

      “Frank?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Why is House doing a Naruto run?”

      “Eh, after like an hour or two of her standing there without saying anything, I started to feel so uncomfortable that I decided to help her out a bit to kill time.”

      “And this is what you came up with.”

      “She’s been running with her hands in her pockets,” Frank said. “That makes her look like a total psychopath, and I don’t mean that in a nice way.”

      “Thanks for clarifying.” I watched her run up the opposite dune, then disappear behind it. “Well, I guess it is kind of better. People will probably just think she’s roleplaying. We’ll call it a win.”

      I put my hands behind my head and stretched. “She really just stood there without moving, huh? For four hours?”

      “Yeah, it was so bad that I made her move at one point. That ended up being a mistake. She started doing that weird wiggle thing again. Then kept doing it. And doing it, and doing it.”

      “I can see that, yeah. Thanks for helping her out though.”

      “Eh, no big deal. It was mostly self-serving.”

      I gunned the bike down the dune and away from the road. “Keep an eye out for other players for me, yeah?”

      “Yeah yeah, I know the drill.”

      I headed up another dune, then dropped into a deep valley. I was about to push back up when a Rift caught my eye. I pulled up my mini map with the Rift overlay and found that it was a three-person Rift that was marked as Unstable.

      I steered the bike down the valley, then cut the engine about ten feet away from the portal.

      A deep fissure ran diagonally from edge to edge across the lower third of the Rift, and water was spraying and hissing through the crack, darkening the sands beneath the portal.

      “Uhhh, Frank? What the hell is this?”

      “It’s an Unstable Rift,” Frank said.

      “Could you at least try to be helpful?”

      “If I could be helpful here, I would have already laid my knowledge upon your thick, thick skull.”

      “So you don’t have anything for me? I remember Erasmus saying that these would be a bad sign, but that’s about it.”

      “Yup. Event is progressing fast. These ones are even harder, better rewards and so on. But they’re also considerably rarer, at least for now.”

      I opened my Rift Map again and scanned it for Unstable Rifts. There was just this one in the Sands, and there weren’t any in the White Hills, nor the Cursed Eye.

      But there were two of the things just outside Koria, and a third had spawned on Tyrann’s island.

      I tried messaging Darling and everybody I’d Rifted with, but they’d all logged off. I didn’t have the time to complete the Rift myself, but maybe I could toss it to the guild?

      Ton was the only other core member I knew about though, which made him the best option.

      I sent him a message but kept it as simple as possible. I didn’t mention anything about how I’d been Rifting with the guild and working with Darling and so on, only that I’d spotted an Unstable Rift that promised some especially nice rewards and thought he might want to give it a shot with some other members.

      He was a little standoffish at first, but the idea of a new type of Rift with heightened rewards won him over quickly enough, and he said he’d head out as soon as he had a group together.

      That was a win-win as far as I was concerned: gearing up Omen’s tanks was still a priority, and hopefully tossing Ton a bone would lessen the sting of Jukes being picked as the group’s main tank.

      I closed the chat window and tightened my grip on the handlebars of my bike as the Withered Vale came into view, its four Wards standing high above the surrounding valleys while many people continued to camp outside its walls.

      But as I rode closer, I realized that they were no longer truly out in the open; many were sleeping beneath sloping walls and half-finished roofs, taking advantage of the new construction that was spilling out of the city.

      I opened up my mini map and threw on the Housing overlay. There were nearly twenty new Housing Plots available, all of which were situated near the newcomers.

      “Looks like the city is really starting to expand,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “As a wise man—meaning me—once said, Housing moves fast. The expansion should really ramp up in the next couple days now that food and water are largely covered.”

      “Assuming I can keep them covered. Auction House have any effect on the city?”

      “Sure does. Linking that thing up to Highwater first was great. That’s where the bulk of the building materials are coming from for all the new NPC Housing. If you hadn’t done that, materials would have become another bottleneck to deal with.”

      I steered the bike down a dune and around the outskirts of the Vale, wanting to come at the Kings’ Ward from behind to mitigate the amount of exposure I’d have.

      “So… they’ve got access to materials so they’re building quickly, but judging by how this game’s worked in the past, I gotta assume they’re spending their coins on the materials, right? There’s no way the stuff is just popping into their hands.”

      “Bingo,” Frank said.

      I grinned, a sense of lightness building in my chest. A quick glance at the Renown Ladder told me that I’d crept back up into the upper teens, but for the first time, it really felt we were starting to get the snowball rolling.

      And once we had five, ten, or even twenty Auction Nodes up and running and raking it in?

      We’d be printing gold coins every morning.

      “So not only are we making gold off the Housing shortage thanks to the inn,” I said, “but instead of just screwing people over, we’re also getting paid to solve it at the same time. That feels like a good place to be.”

      “More importantly,” Frank said, “you’re getting a fraction of every coin those NPCs are spending on materials, meaning all that money’s going to convert into Renown and Experience in the next couple hours. Can’t give you an exact estimate, but the timing looks good from my end.”

      “And once Tyrann’s Caravan reaches Koria and he builds the network out from there… man. Assuming they arrive today, we’ll have fifty of his gold to spend too. Ought to start thinking about how we’re going to put that to work.

      “I bet we could pay some players to take the network west for us. Maybe buy three escorts and send one to each of the continents out that way. I’d really like to get a foothold in each of the major landmasses as early as possible.”

      “Yeah, that’ll be expensive,” Frank said, “but you’ve got the coin.”

      “Definitely seems like a good investment at this point. And I bet I could probably hire somebody out as Francis for that to build his rep at the same time. Guild members or even randoms if needed.”

      Only two dunes remained between me and the Kings’ Ward, so I desummoned my bike and struck out on foot, not wanting the sound of my mount to draw attention.
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      I crested the last two dunes and stepped into the camps where the homeless NPCs were squatting. The smell of sour sweat and waste hit me like a pressure wave, so strong that I actually stopped dead in my tracks.

      I wove my way through the outskirts of the camps as quietly as possible, snaking between the tents and partially built structures to keep myself hidden from the line of players and NPCs that were trickling out of the gatehouse up ahead.

      My stomach was in knots, and I was gritting my teeth so hard that my cheeks hurt. I didn’t see any actively hostile players, but that was far from a guarantee of safety, and there were a number of red-tagged Cultists wandering the camps.

      And given the angle that the gatehouse was situated at, stepping through it meant walking in blind for the most part.

      Which was not an option. And given that this gatehouse led directly to the Kings’ Ward, I doubted I’d be getting through without Vesuvian’s note.

      I sent House a quick message to check on her scouting progress, thinking she might be able to function as my eyes beyond the gate, but while she’d successfully gained access to the Kings’ Ward by using the note from Vesuvian, she was having a bit of trouble finding his actual quarters and I didn’t want to pull her away from that just yet.

      So instead of moving through the gatehouse, I crept a little way down the walls and climbed onto a building with a mostly completed roof.

      I eyed the white wall, which rose nearly fifteen feet above the ground. A guard was pathing toward me atop it, whistling as he went, so I waited until he passed and got a good bit away, then I bent low and jumped.

      I twisted in the air and aimed my pistol at the roof below. I activated Water Jet just as I hit my apex and the burst of magic sent me flying up over the wall far, far faster than I’d intended.

      I’d been hoping to land lightly atop the wall to give myself a good view of the city, but my aim had been off—I’d sent myself flying in too shallow an arc, and my momentum carried me completely over the wall.

      And, mid-flight, I spotted two hostile players leaning up against the inside of the wall beneath me.

      I twisted in the air and activated Shadedrift, which sent me blurring horizontally over the street and onto a building with a steep, triangular roof.

      I canceled drift and slammed into the clay shingles that lined the roof, clamping a hand onto its sharp peak.

      Several of the shingles broke off and rained down onto the street below and smashed into the stonework, and the noise rang through the stillness of the night.

      I hung there, clinging to the edge of the roof, waiting for alarm bells to blare, for the sound of boots clomping down the alleys around me, but nothing happened.

      I waited a few more seconds, then hauled myself up and over the other side, where I was no longer exposed to the street, and opened up my map.

      The Kings’ homes were arranged in a tight triangle on the far side of the Ward, in a private area that was walled off from everything else for good measure, and I could just make out the peaks of their three-story homes from my current vantage point.

      I eyed the many buildings between my target and me, then clambered back up onto the ridge of the roof and ran its length like a tightrope.

      I sprinted flat out from building to building, zigzagging to avoid jumping alleys and streets wherever I could, because while the hour was late, there were still plenty of players and Cultists about, and I doubted the guards would take kindly to someone leaping from structure to structure even if they weren’t openly hostile.

      The breeze had acquired teeth in the dark desert night and the stars were out in full force, brightening the edges of the rooftops with soft, silvery light.

      It was a wonderful moment—the cold wind, the adrenaline, the knowledge that I was finally getting to where I’d been aiming all along—but then the green moon popped out from behind a stray cloud and Frank started growling.

      About five minutes later I ran out of roofs to climb, so I crawled to the edge of the nearest structure, staying low to hide my name tag as much as possible.

      I sent House a quick message to get an update.

      Her news was mixed: she’d been unable to gain entry to the grounds that surrounded the Kings’ veritable palaces, let alone the structures themselves.

      But she’d found a garden tucked into the back of the Kings’ Ward where a few tall palm trees grew close to the high iron fence that surrounded the compound and where the guards patrolled but weren’t stationed.

      And apparently Vesuvian’s estate was right on the other side of the fence.

      I retreated back one roof, then resumed the slow trek from building to building, creeping around the Kings’ homes toward the garden while doing my best to keep out of sight.

      I reached the gardens and quickly spotted House in the street below me, lounging on a bench and watching well-dressed NPCs come and go.

      The garden loomed across the street, blocked off by a wall of bright green hedges that had to be twenty feet high.

      There was an entrance to House’s right, and though the wealthy-looking NPCs were passing between the two guards who flanked the gap without issue, I doubted we’d have the same luck.

      I sent House another message and asked her to create a diversion so that I could sneak in and get a better look.

      She stood up, strode over to the two guards with her head held high, then stopped a few feet out. Then she raised both of her hands into the air and waved them about.

      “Oh man,” Frank said. “What is she doing now?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I just made a mistake, didn’t I?”

      One of the guards cocked his head at House, then elbowed his companion.

      “Distraction!” House said, loud enough that her voice carried down the street and a number of heads turned her way.

      I facepalmed.

      “I guess I should have been a bit more explicit with how to distract the guards.”

      “Diversion!” House yelled.

      “What are you doing?” one of the guards said.

      “Red herring!”

      “Keep your voice down or we’ll remove you,” the other said. “It’s late.”

      House dropped her hands to her sides, and a message came through from her asking if the distraction had been successful.

      “To be fair,” Frank said, “she totally succeeded in getting their attention.”

      “That she did,” I said. I told her to try again, but added that I wanted her to draw the two of them into conversation with a line that would get their attention and hold it for long enough for her to lead them away.

      House dropped her hands to her sides and took a few steps closer to the guards.

      “I have been trying to reach you about your car’s extended warranty.”

      I groaned, then smothered a laugh.

      “Shove off,” one of the guards said. “Last warning.”

      I messaged House that she’d done fine and directed her back to the bench.

      “Fricken weirdo,” one of the guards said, causing her to stiffen slightly as she retreated, which hurt to see.

      House returned to the bench and slumped onto it.

      “Yeah,” the guard said. “Vesuvian’s people are the worst.”

      “Alright Frank,” I said. “New plan. I think you’ll like this one a lot better.”

      I stuck one of my guns behind my back and wound up a Ravenblast, wanting to hide the light as best as I could.

      “Guns blazing?” Frank said.

      “No.”

      “You really are one of those people who actually uses stealth on stealth missions.”

      “What?”

      “You know, those quests that are like, sneak through the factory, wink wink.”

      “We’re not doing that. We need to sneak in.”

      “I mean, the goal is to make sure that nobody sees you, right? Doesn’t making everybody dead accomplish the same thing?”

      “Sure, but that would also leave like thirty bodies behind in the middle of the city we’re trying to improve.”

      “I don’t see your point.”

      I shook my head, crept back a little bit, then took aim at a metal garbage can situated down an alley that ran below and away from me.

      I fired the now overcharged bolt, and the projectile exploded against the can in a brilliant flash of golden light.

      The can bounced down the alley and made even more noise than I’d anticipated.

      The guards exchanged a quick glance, then drew their weapons and charged down the alley.

      I slipped off the roof and hit the ground running. “House, we’re in.”

      She jumped off the bench and fell in beside me. “The trees in question are to the left, approximately halfway through the garden.”

      I holstered my weapon and zigzagged through the hedges, trying to put a bit of distance between the guards and us.

      The hedges were tall and the passages between them were confoundingly similar—it was as if we’d entered a maze—and I was starting to worry that I’d gotten us well and truly turned around when a path like so many before it led to the line of trees that House had picked out, a trio of gently-sloping palms that were waving in the breeze with a high iron gate behind them.

      But the sound of rushing water drew my attention beyond the palms.

      I peered a little farther down the dark path and spotted a massively ornate, three-tiered fountain toward the rear of the garden, tucked into the far corner.

      The pool was easily two or three feet deep and was surrounded by marble statues that held musical instruments, and water jetted from the tips of their flutes and harps.

      But what really bothered me were the well-dressed NPCs sitting around it in their clean whites, their colorful silks.

      None of them were even paying attention to the water. It was just a decoration to them, a luxury, a pretty place to come and relax. I looked around, seeing the green garden with new eyes.

      The hedges, the trees, the flowers that were blooming in this miniature oasis as people camped out in the hot sands beyond the city’s walls, quite literally dying for a drink.

      Part of me wanted to blow the damn thing up, and from the delicate look of the stonework, I doubted that would be difficult. But wasting all of that water wouldn’t help anyone.

      “Guards rounding the fountain and heading this way,” Frank said.

      “House, follow me.”

      I turned and ran up the gentle curve of the nearest palm and squatted down low amid the fronds that capped it.

      It wasn’t the sort of hiding place that would conceal me from another player, but I thought it’d probably work well enough on two guards who weren’t yet on high alert.

      House lagged a step behind, and she started walking up the thick trunk with her hands held out to either side for balance.

      I eyed the fountain as two guards in full plate rounded it and headed our way.

      They were lost in conversation—one of the two was talking animatedly, gesturing with his hands and driving home each point by slamming a fist into an open palm—but they were heading right for us.

      “Faster House,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “You needed to be up here yesterday.”

      House froze, because of course she did. But then she surprised me by snapping out of it and running the last few feet.

      She lost her balance as she reached the top of the tree, but she was close enough for me to be able to grab her and pull her down into the greenery.

      Something thudded into the ground beneath us, and the two guards cut off their conversation, drew their swords, and jogged down the path.

      I made a shushing sound at House and hunkered still lower, willing the guards to move on.

      “You hear that?” one of them said.

      “Yeah. Loud night. Any idea what it was?”

      I spotted a coconut a little to my left; that must have been what had dropped and given us away.

      I palmed a second one, gave it a quick twist, and wrenched it free. Then I threw it about ten feet toward the fountain.

      It hit the stone path behind the guards with a thud that was identical to the first one.

      The guards spun on the sound and raised their weapons, but then shared a laugh at the sight of the coconut that was now rolling away from them.

      They exchanged a few words that I couldn’t make out, then resumed their earlier conversation and walked off.

      “Not bad,” Frank said. “Would have been better if you’d used a coconut to murder them, but not bad.”

      “We can’t afford to have people on our tail for this,” I said. “NPCs or otherwise.”

      I looked to House, then to the high iron gate and its many wicked points. “You ready for this? I think we’ve got enough height with the tree, but I can’t promise we’re not about to end up getting impaled.”

      “I have impaled three times today,” House said. “I am not opposed to a fourth.”

      “That’s hardcore,” Frank said. “Ned, you need to be more like House.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “That’s a new one.” I grabbed House by her wrist. “I’m going to fall forward a bit to get the angle right, then I’m activating drift. Don’t let go.”

      “Would you like a signal?” House said.

      “What?”

      “I assume you intend to clear the fence with as little superfluous height as possible? If so, I could calculate the launch angle for you.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “Fall forward, and I will squeeze your wrist when you hit the correct angle.”

      I shrugged. “Alright then. Falling on three. One, two, three—”

      I tipped forward, and House squeezed my wrist well before I would have activated drift myself.

      But given that House was basically math personified, I listened.

      We both shot backward and upward at a sharp angle, and for a split second I thought that House had well and truly gotten it wrong.

      But then we cleared the sharp spear tips that topped the fence by inches, then Shadedrift expired and we both dropped into open air.

      House thrashed and flailed and I lost my grip, so I popped a pistol into my hand and pointed it at the ground, but waited.

      I activated Water Jet when I was a couple of feet away from impact, and the burst arrested my momentum and bumped me up a bit higher.

      And at the same moment, House slammed face-first into the ground.

      I landed lightly beside her—she’d lost almost half her Health—and put out a hand to help her up.

      House accepted it, and I levered her up to her feet and dragged her away from the fence and deeper into the Kings’ Ward.

      “Nice work, House,” Frank said. “Way to lead with the face.”

      “Thank you,” House said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not a compliment.”

      “I apologize for letting go,” House said. “I am aware that I was explicitly directed not to do that, but once I was in the air, it felt like waving my arms around would somehow help, though in hindsight I am unsure why.”

      “Normal,” I said. I jerked a thumb toward the side of the huge white stone building. “So this is Vesuvian’s place, yeah?”

      “Sure is,” Frank said.

      I took a deep breath. “Stay here, House. We gotta go around back anyway, but I want to see if I can get a look at what’s going on. I can hear people out there.”

      “Understood,” she said.

      I crept away and drew both guns, though I didn’t start up a spell because I didn’t want the light to give away my position. I made it all the way to the corner but hesitated.

      “Sounds like a lot of people.”

      “Hold me out,” Frank said.

      I glanced down at him, then what he was suggesting clicked.

      “Good call.”

      I holstered my guns, yanked Frank out of his loop, and poked him just a tiny bit around the corner.

      “Good,” Frank said, so I pulled him back. “There are two Caravans backed up to the front steps, and a bunch of burly guys have formed a chain that disappears inside the building. Looks like they’re clearing Vesuvian’s house out.”

      “Cold-blooded,” I said. I rejoined House and motioned her toward the other side of the building. “I guess the other Kings must actually think he’s dead. That’s a win for us for now. Should buy us a bit of time, and that’s all we need to get the ball rolling.”

      “Does the ball represent murder in your latest hypothetical?” House said.

      “Yes,” Frank said.

      “No,” I said. “Well… maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Frank said. “That’s a step in the right direction.”

      We headed around the back of Vesuvian’s sprawling home, most of which butted up against the garden, and I immediately spotted a pair of guards heading away from us. I pointed at them. “Any idea what their path is like?”

      “Circular,” Frank said. “They just path around with a few deviations, so you might as well slip in behind them.”

      I waited for the guards to round the corner and disappear out of sight, then ran around back. The entrance to the cellar was on the other side of the house, and its two doors were secured with a padlock attached to a thick chain.

      I popped the key Vesuvian had given me into my hand. “Mmm. This is going to be tricky.” I jammed the key and twisted, and the padlock popped open.

      But instead of unlooping the chain, I just unwound it a little bit and tried to create enough slack for us to slip through the doors. The last thing I wanted was for that patrol to realize we’d broken in.

      I tried the doors, and they groaned open slightly. “House, can you squeeze through there?”

      “I am willing to attempt it,” House said. She turned sideways and tried to slip through but got stuck halfway. “I should not have attempted this.”

      “We’ve got incoming,” Frank said. “Another patrol is rounding the house.”

      I cursed under my breath and looked around, trying to find a place to hide but finding none. So I activated Repel and smacked House on her shoulder.

      The impact sent her flying through the gap so quickly that the doors threatened to boom shut behind her, but thankfully I caught them before they had the chance.

      “They’re coming,” Frank said.

      I arranged the chain as well as I could, cracked the doors slightly, then Shadedrifted through the gap.

      I canceled the spell almost instantly and tried to catch the doors again, but I was too late to keep them from thudding back into place.

      Voices, then.

      “You hear that?”

      “Yeah. Old house.”

      “I dunno. Sounded weird to me.”

      I held my breath as footsteps drew closer, then stopped directly above us.

      “Oh, check that out.”

      The chain rustled and screeched against the cellar doors.

      I backed down the steps and drew both guns, winding up a pair of blasts as I went.

      “Chain looks good. Vesuvian must have forgotten to lock it.”

      “I got it.”

      I winced as I heard the padlock clink shut from above. The guards headed off, talking amongst themselves.

      “Well,” I said. “No going back now.” I scanned the cellar, the floor of which was blanketed with rugs covered in a thin layer of dust.

      The walls were lined with wooden shelves that were rotting away, and the stairs that led up into the house were in an equally bad state, with several of them having collapsed entirely.

      “I guess we know the tunnel attempt wasn’t a recent thing,” I said. What exactly are we looking for here?”

      “Trap door,” Frank said.

      I started pulling up the rugs one after another, searching for the entryway and throwing up great clouds of dust in the process.

      I found the entrance on my sixth attempt, a smooth metal door that had been fitted seamlessly into the stone. I slipped the key in and was rewarded with a click, and the door popped up slightly.

      The handle, such as it was, was a sunken metal ring, so I twisted it out and slowly pulled the trap door open, though the hinges shrieked so loudly that I froze halfway through.

      I heard footsteps above, and the shock of the footfalls sent little clouds of dust drifting down off the rafters and into the basement.

      But nobody came down, so I pulled the door open the rest of the way and climbed down into the darkness below.
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      I exhaled as I left the stairs behind and my breath hung in front of me, frosting the air. The dirt tunnel was shockingly cold—enough to instantly get goosebumps on my skin—and it had a strangely clean, atmospheric smell, like that of freshly fallen snow.

      The space was braced with thick wooden beams, and though lanterns hung from every other brace, they’d all long since burned themselves out.

      I shivered and drew my weapons, then my quest updated.

      
        
        Quest Update: {The World Beneath} (Evolving Quest) (Hidden Quest)!

        Objectives: Gain entry to the Abandoned Railway beneath the Withered Vale (Complete).

        Retrieve the {Minecart Lever} and two {Minecart Wheels}, then repair and engage the cart (Phase II).

        Reward: Experience, Renown, and ??

      

      

      “Cart, huh?” I said. “That’s interesting.”

      I headed down the dark passageway with my guns drawn, still unwilling to ready a spell and signal our arrival.

      But the tunnel brightened as I moved down it, the walls becoming peppered with little bits of yellow, honeycomb-like stones that emanated a small amount of light.

      I tapped one of the stones with the barrel of my pistol and the gem cracked. When I pulled the barrel free, it came away with thin strands of gold dangling from it.

      I caught one of the strings on the tip of my finger and popped it into my mouth.

      Then gagged, spat it out, and nearly dry heaved. The damn stuff tasted how bleach smelled.

      “Dude,” Frank said. “Gross.”

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “What?”

      “You really just popped that into your mouth all willy nilly, huh?”

      “I thought it was honey.”

      “You’ve got an all-knowing guide on your hip and you didn’t even think of running it by him first. Find a strange substance? Straight into the mouth.”

      “There is no possible world where I asked you if I should try some of that and you said no.”

      “Well… yeah. That’s fair.”

      “Looks like honey, tastes like a chemical burn.”

      “Well, it does come out of a creature’s butt if that helps.”

      House gagged behind me. I whirled around to find her clawing at her now golden tongue with both hands.

      I popped a unit of water into my hand and handed it to House. “Gargle with that, then spit it out.”

      She did, then she wiped her mouth just as I had before. “I agree with your assessment of the not-honey. That was remarkably unpleasant.”

      “Why would you try that after I told you it came from a creature’s anus?” Frank said. “Just… why?”

      “Because I desired to be a part of the conversation.”

      “That’s just sad,” Frank said. “You could have said anything instead of doing that, House. Like, said literally anything at any point.”

      House shrugged, and it looked surprisingly authentic. “I suppose. But the two of you speak so much and so quickly that I find it difficult, if not impossible, to know when to speak without interrupting.”

      “There’s no downside to interrupting Frank,” I said. “You can just run over him mid-sentence if you want.”

      “That is totally—”

      “See?” I said, cutting him off. “No problem. In fact, I’d honestly appreciate it.”

      “Rude,” Frank said.

      The tunnel split up ahead, with passageways leading left, right, and forward.

      “Any idea which way we should go?” I said.

      “The right and left passageways lead back to the other two Houses,” Frank said. “Might as well push forward.”

      I cocked my head, then turned left and jogged down the tunnel.

      “If you chose the wrong direction out of spite,” Frank said, “then this is weak, even for you.”

      “No, I want to see something,” I said. I made it to the end of the passageway and found a stairwell leading up to the same sort of trap door I’d entered through.

      I pressed my ear to the door and listened, but no sound came from the other side.

      I popped the key that Vesuvian had given me into the keyhole, and to my surprise, the lock clicked and released.

      I eased the trap door open, then poked my head into another dark basement, one that was packed full of goods covered in sheets.

      I heard footsteps and laughter above, so I closed the door and locked it behind me. I grinned at the key Vesuvian had given me. “Well then. That’s a nice little turn in our favor.”

      House raised her hand.

      I cocked my head at her. “House? Do you have a question?”

      “May I attempt to predict your next move?”

      “Frank’s or mine?” I said as I jogged back down the tunnel, House close behind.

      “Both,” she said.

      “Go for it,” I said.

      “Should be entertaining,” Frank said.

      “I believe that Frank will suggest you use the key to gain entry to the other Kings’ homes, then murder them in their sleep in needlessly brutal fashion.”

      I glanced down at Frank. “Well? Is she wrong?”

      “I mean…” Frank said, trailing off. “I wasn’t not about to suggest that. But I’m annoyed I wasn’t the one to bring it up.”

      “What do you think I’m about to suggest, House?”

      “Nothing,” House said.

      Frank snorted, then, in what I assumed was supposed to be an imitation of my voice, said, “Well, is she wrong?”

      I hesitated. “Well, I was going to spend some time thinking on it, yeah. But I wasn’t going to suggest we do nothing with the information, so.”

      “Ohhh look at me,” Frank said, “I’m Ned and I like to think about things for long periods of time because I’m ponderous.”

      “Really?” I said. “Ponderous?”

      “It means—”

      “Again, I know what it means. Anyway, if you had faith in your impersonation, you wouldn’t have needed to identify me halfway through it.”

      “Does it not help to identify the person you are doing an impression of?” House said.

      “It definitely does,” Frank said. “Watch. Hello, I am House, I am a robot, I am incredibly advanced but I do not use contractions when I speak.”

      House narrowed her eyes. “I do not appreciate being impersonated.”

      “Normal,” I said. “But the point isn’t clarity. The idea is to impersonate someone so well that anybody who hears it could guess who you’re pretending to be. Because it’s funny.”

      “Why is that funny?” House said.

      “Here we go again,” Frank said.

      “Because… it just kinda is, I guess?” I ducked an especially low support beam and reached the fork again, and this time I headed down the middle passage. “And you can say things the person normally wouldn’t say, but as them? I dunno. It’s weird.”

      “I fail to see how reducing clarity would amplify the humor of a given impersonation,” House said.

      “Agreed,” Frank said. “I would also add that identifying yourself is funny because it’s unexpected. So you should always do it.”

      “But would it not then become expected and therefore unfunny?”

      Frank groaned. “If you were to do it, definitely.”

      “I see,” House said. “I do find your comment about humor and expectations to be illuminating, though I imagine you intended it to be confounding.”

      “No, I was actually trying to help that time.”

      House frowned. “I am confused again. Why would you help me?”

      “Trying to stay on your good side for when the inevitable switch flips and you decide to eradicate humanity.”

      “Your cooperation has been noted,” House said, which was super spooky but probably fine.

      I sighed and jogged deeper into the tunnel, which was increasingly lit with the honeycomb-like fragments I’d seen earlier, and eventually found the minecart the quest had mentioned tilted sideways across two rails.

      It had a pair of Soul Gems set into one side, which I guessed were probably for power.

      Two of the wheels were missing, and though the other two were rusty and warped, when I tried to spin them, they worked well enough that I figured they were serviceable

      A metallic half-disc protruded out of the ground in front of the cart, split by an empty slot that was probably meant for the missing lever I was supposed to find.

      I kept going and found my first corpse about twenty feet beyond the mine cart, a skeleton that lay propped against the wall to my right.

      The bones had been picked totally clean, but the skeleton wore a familiar gold and red tunic. I went over and pulled the item off the skeleton and dropped it into my inventory.

      “No respect for the dead,” Frank said.

      “What?” I said. “It’s not hurting anybody, and these tabards are ten gold a pop if you can find someone stupid enough to pay for them. Plus that’s kinda rich coming from the guy whose greatest joy in life comes from making things dead.”

      “Yeah, but I respect my victims afterward.”

      “Meh,” I said, pushing a little farther down and finding two more corpses with well-preserved tunics. I yanked them both free, then rounded a bend and stopped dead in my tracks.

      Countless bodies stretched out in front of me to either side of the tracks. The vast majority of them were lying as if they’d been running for the exit, and many were piled atop one another.

      The tunics were varied too, with a handful more bearing House Vesuvian’s coloration mixed in with tabards wrought in purple and gold as well as green and gold, which obviously had to belong to the Houses of the other Kings.

      “Wow,” I said. “Looks like Vesuvian was telling the truth about the hive or whatever it was they found. There weren’t any bodies back by the door, though, so I’m guessing they didn’t have much time to defend themselves. You’d think we’d be seeing armor and weapons too, but all I can see are old tools.”

      I squatted over a body and picked up a damaged pickaxe. Its blade had been melted away, little balls of metal clinging to the tool where the hot metal had presumably run, then dried.

      “This would appear to bode poorly for us,” House said.

      “True, House. Can you help me loot the tunics? If they aren’t damaged, I want them all. Vesuvian’s are going to be a toss-up if everybody thinks he’s dead, but these other ones have serious potential.”

      “Certainly.”

      We took to picking over the bodies, an endeavor that took nearly ten minutes in all but left me with just over fifty tunics.

      And though I wasn’t sure how I’d use them in the future, my head was already spinning at the possibilities.

      Especially now that I had access to the other Kings’ homes.

      House and I moved on and followed the railway into the gold-laced dark, which eventually gave way to a hole in the floor that was positively radiant with yellow light.

      And as we approached, the beating of wings filled the tunnel. The hole was about five feet across, and it seemed to drop into a lower level about four feet down.

      “Down we go?” I said.

      “Down you go,” Frank agreed.

      House was about to speak, but I got there first. “Yes, House. That means you too.”

      But House’s belt caught my eye before I could drop in. “Hey, did you get that belt from the Rift we did?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “So it’s a Touchstone, yeah? What kind of ability did you get?”

      House scrunched up her face. “I received an ability called Shatterstrike. And I do not like it.”

      “What’s it do?”

      “I target one of my turrets or bots and smash them with my hammer, resulting in a cone of damage or healing equivalent to the amount they would have otherwise dealt over time.”

      I barked a laugh. “That’s amazing—that’s burst damage!”

      “Burst damage best damage,” Frank said.

      “It really is,” I agreed.

      “I do not like breaking my creations,” House said. “It makes me sad.” She summoned one of her bots and scratched its metallic underbelly. “I am rather fond of them.”

      “You need to work on that,” Frank said.

      “On what, exactly?” House said.

      “Not being willing to smash stuff you care about. Sounds like a personal failing if you ask me.”

      “Just think of it as repurposing, House,” I said. “It’s not like you can’t bring them right back afterward.” I eyed the hole. “All right. Let’s see what we’re up against here. Seems like a safe bet the parts we need will be down there somewhere.”

      I dropped into the hole, then helped House down as well. The passage was narrower than I’d realized—maybe three feet tall and four feet wide—and I had to slouch my way down it.

      The air was even colder down here and the sterile scent even stronger.

      Multiple tunnels forked to either side of me, but the light was brightest up ahead and a new droning sound was growing louder and louder, so I stayed the course until the tunnel spilled out into the side of a spherical chamber.

      The walls were pocked with golden honeycombs, interlocking octagons that were exactly the same size.

      House sighed behind me. “This mathematical construction of the combs pleases me. I look forward to interacting with these creatures.”

      “Get it together, robot,” Frank said. “We’re here to exterminate these things.”

      “Truly?”

      “No, we’re here to find the items we need and get out,” I said. “Highwater’s the goal.”

      House pointed at a large golden crystal that hung down from the ceiling like a stalactite.

      It was clear and about six-foot-long, and a perfectly preserved miner was locked upside-down within it, a wheel held above his head mid-swing like a cudgel.

      “I have located the first part,” she said.

      She pointed across the room, where another golden crystal rose about three feet off the floor with a wheel jutting from its tip.

      “I have also located the second part. I am very much enjoying the progression of this quest.”

      “Nice,” I said, still scanning the room. “I’m not seeing any mobs though, which doesn’t feel right.”

      House fidgeted. “I am likewise frustrated by the lack of the third item.”

      “Could be anywhere. Keep your eyes peeled. I mean, open.” I sighed. “You can blink normally, just keep looking.”

      I crept over to the floor-bound comb that held the first wheel, and my skin prickled as I reached it; the sensation that I was being watched was too powerful to ignore.

      But the crystal had a Health bar, meaning it was destructible.

      I switched to my blunderbuss and loaded up two spells, then smashed the butt of my weapon into the crystal, which did basically nothing.

      “House?” I said. “You mind trying to break this thing for me? Your melee’s going to get us a lot further and I want to avoid explosions for now if we can. Don’t want to draw anything’s attention.”

      “Certainly,” House said. She popped her mace into her hands, took two quick steps and smashed the crystal with everything she had.

      The comb shattered and a piercing reverberation filled the air, like she’d just struck a tuning fork.

      The wheel popped loose and rolled across the ground, so I ran over and scooped it up. The droning I’d heard earlier intensified then and quickly became so loud that I found myself covering my ears.

      “I do not like this sound,” House said.

      “Same,” I said. “Back-to-back, House.” I spun around her and drew my pistols. “Let me know if you see anything move.”

      We stood like that for a while, waiting for something to come charging out of the tunnel we’d entered through, or the floor, or even the ceiling, but nothing happened.

      “Guess we force the issue then,” I said. I wound up a pair of blasts, took aim at the base of the golden stalactite that hung from the ceiling, and fired.

      The stalactite cracked, then dropped. It smashed into the ground a few feet away from us and a far deeper sound overlaid the first, one that I could feel in my chest.

      I walked over to the gear and squatted beside it.

      “Would it be considered notable if one of the honeycombs had sprung to life?” House said.

      I stiffened, then quickly scooped up the wheel and whirled around with blasts already forming.

      I pointed the weapons around the room but didn’t see anything that had changed. “House? You really need to elaborate on that last bit.”

      “I thought I witnessed the honeycomb breathe, for lack of a better term. But it appears I was incorrect. I do struggle with breathing.”

      A glimmer of light caught my eye, and I shifted my gaze to find the lever we needed in the center of the room, partially buried in the floor.

      “Anybody feel like that definitely wasn’t there before?” I said.

      “Nope,” Frank said.

      “It was not present originally,” House said. “If it had been, I would have pointed at it. But I am relieved to have found the third item.”

      “That makes one of us,” I said. I craned my neck up at a particularly large honeycomb cluster that hung directly above the lever. Its lowest point was cracked, and thick golden fluid was dribbling down through the gap.

      “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.” I looked down at Frank. “I guess you don’t have any—”

      “I have procured the third and final piece,” House said, the lever held high above her head. “What a surprisingly easy quest.”

      An octagonal chunk of honeycomb slid out of the wall and plopped onto the floor to my left, where it reverberated like Jello.

      Three more similar chunks dropped in a triangle surrounding House, and I glanced up to see dark sockets in the walls and ceiling where the pieces had broken off from.

      Or, more likely, from where they had been released.

      “House,” I said, already backing away. “I don’t think those are combs. I think they’re eggs. Which means it’s time to leave.”

      A series of pops sounded from all around, then a mass of honeycomb shivered free and rolled down the walls in a golden avalanche.

      One of the honeycombs around House popped open, and House cocked her head at it, then stuck her face in front of it because of course she did.

      I dashed over and grabbed her, then Shadedrifted us both away just as a giant golden bug with a barbed needle for a mouth exploded out of the comb and lanced through the empty space where her chest had been. The thing was luminescent, and its abdomen glowed the same way the honeycombs did.

      I released the spell and hit the ground running for the tunnel we’d entered through, but House stumbled behind me.

      “Move!” I said.

      “Have we decided not to exterminate the creatures?” House said.

      I inspected one of the bugs, which were exploding from the honeycombs at an astonishing rate.

      
        
        {Malevolent Drainer} (Level 9 Insect)

        HP: 850/850

        MP: 350/350

      

      

      Well, at least they were killable. But the chamber was already thick with the beating of wings, and up ahead, the walls that lined our exit were home to three yet-to-burst honeycombs.

      “Gotta get to the cart, House!” I said. “Drop a Sludgesling for us, the tunnel’s so small they won’t be able to go around it!”

      She threw one of her discs into the tunnel ahead of us, so I sheathed my guns and leaped over it before it had a chance to expand into a turret.

      The turret went to work as House raced by it, blasting a steady stream of oil in the direction we’d come.

      I half-ran, half-crept down the low tunnel with House close behind, but we only made it about halfway to the hole to the level above before a burst of fiery light filled the space.

      “My turret has been destroyed,” House said. “How unfortunate. Shall I drop another?”

      “Keep ’em coming,” I said. “Once we’re back up at the railway, we’re going to slap the wheels and lever into place and jump into the cart. You can pilot it if needed and I’ll lay down some covering fire.”

      “Understood.”

      I reached the exit and was about to climb up but held back because I didn’t think House’s mobility would do her any favors when it came to getting out on her own.

      Spinning around, I linked my hands together with my palms facing up. I was about to explain what I was doing, but House immediately leaped forward with one perfectly positioned foot leading the way.

      I caught her and launched her upward with every bit of strength I had, and though the effect wasn’t impressive, it got her high enough to clamp her hands onto the rim of the hole, and she quickly hauled herself out.

      I sent a Dreadful Shot hurtling down the tunnel—which was now positively thick with bugs, every last one of them climbing atop one another and jostling for position as they fought to reach us—and sent the foremost mob charging into its fellows, causing an instant jam.

      Without hesitating, I pointed a pistol at the ground and Water Jetted myself up out of the hole, then Shadedrifted sideways and over House as she ran down the railway and toward the cart.

      I canceled the spell and landed directly beside the minecart. I slammed the two wheels into place, then tipped it back onto the tracks while House jammed the lever into place.

      House gave the lever a sharp yank, and the cart’s brakes smoothly released before it started sliding down the railyard.
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        Quest Update: {The World Beneath} (Evolving Quest) (Hidden Quest)!

        Objectives: Gain entry to the Abandoned Railway beneath the Withered Vale (Complete).

        Retrieve the {Minecart Lever} and two {Minecart Wheels}, then repair and engage the cart (Complete).

        Outrun the swarm and clear the blockage (Phase III).

        Reward: Experience, Renown, and ??

      

      

      “Give us a push and hop in, House!” I said as I threw myself into the cart.

      House grunted as the cart picked up speed, her short legs churning, but by the time she made it into the cart, the bugs were already starting to surge up out of the hole.

      I steadied a pistol on the edge of the cart and fired a Gravity Bird down the tunnel as we rolled away.

      A massive black raven with starry feathers blasted out of the barrel and raced toward the hole. The spell had range to spare, but I forced it to detonate while the bird was directly over the gap in the floor.

      The bird expanded into a black sphere the size of a basketball, and the few bugs that had managed to clear the hole were yanked backward into the sphere’s influence and locked in place.

      That would buy us a little bit of breathing room, but I wasn’t convinced it would be enough.

      I opened up my crafting menu with one specific rune in mind as the minecart started to pick up speed in earnest.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Shattering} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Striking the same target with Ravenblast 3 times within 5 seconds will freeze them in place, immobilizing them for 3 seconds. Frozen targets are 50% more likely to suffer critical strikes, but this effect breaks on damage. Targets may only be frozen once per minute and freeze chance is reduced against hostile players.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I was flush with Soul Gems after Rifting with the guild and I still had two slots open for Runes—one on a pistol and another on my blunderbuss—so I crafted up a Rune of Shattering and threw that onto one of my pistols.

      But my other Rune of the Stony Raven wasn’t far off from expiring, so I also crafted two of those, one to refresh the rune on my pistols and a second for my blunderbuss, which brought my skill up to 64 overall and unlocked another new recipe.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Caustic Raven} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Your Ravenblast now deals Acid Damage, and each successful cast applies a stack of {Corrosion}, reducing the enemy’s Armor by 0.5%. This effect stacks up to 10 times.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      That rune had a lot of potential for Rifts and raids in general, but it wasn’t going to help House and me to escape.

      I closed the prompt, stood up, and readied a pair of blasts, barrels glowing with icy blue energy.

      The cart had already picked up so much speed that the wooden braces that supported the tunnel were racing by, and the wind was pulling my hair and clothes sideways while the minecart’s rusty wheels sparked beneath us.

      The tunnel was dark for a few seconds, then a small blip of golden light appeared as the first glowing insect caught up enough to be visible.

      Another blip, a second, a third. And before long, so many of the creatures were catching up that the walls of the tunnel were glowing with their reflected light.

      Gravity Bird was still on cooldown, so I sent two blue birds blasting down the tunnel side by side, right into the heart of our pursuers. Each of the projectiles left a blue, glimmering trail behind them.

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “Why does everything you have need to sparkle so much?”

      Both projectiles pierced through the oncoming cloud of bugs and tagged several creatures for amounts that ranged from the low 400s on crits to the 150s, but the real magic occurred when I followed up with a second round of spells.

      The mobs that had been tagged three times were frozen on the spot—their wings arrested midflight—and they dropped out of the air and thudded solidly onto the ground.

      The Rune gave me a five-second window in which I had to strike creatures three times to proc the freeze, so I chained blasts as quickly as I could and tried to focus on one area of the cloud at a time.

      Frozen mobs dropped out of the air at a quick clip, but for every mob that froze and fell behind, there were three or four more ready to replace it.

      And the cloud was rapidly drawing closer.

      House tossed out a Sludgesling Turret, and though the turret itself was quickly left behind given the speed we were traveling at, it still managed to coat a number of the foremost creatures in oil.

      She threw out two discs in unison, one to either side of the tracks behind us, then combined the two Leadfire Turrets the very moment they appeared, forming a Spitfire Turret to the right of the tracks.

      The stationary turret raked our pursuers with red projectiles and set maybe a dozen of the oil-covered creatures on fire, but the turret quickly fell backward and out of range.

      The damage wasn’t anywhere near as impressive as it had been against the lizardmen, which meant that the DoT effect was probably a negative as the damage was now instantly breaking my freezes and rendering them useless.

      “Nice, House,” I said, because the damage was already done, and it wasn’t like she’d seen the rune I was using.

      Gravity Bird came off cooldown and I almost launched it right away to get us some more breathing room, but I thought there was probably a better way.

      I switched to my blunderbuss.

      “We’re gonna let them get close, House. Real close. And if this works, I’m going to need some healing bots.”

      “Understood.”

      I leaned up against the back of the cart and readied my weapon. The combo I had in mind seemed doable, but I was going to have to let the cloud get as close as possible for it to work.

      The swarm buzzed closer—the railway seemed to be sloping upward slightly, and we were losing speed.

      I waited until the very last moment I could—until the foremost of the creatures was only feet away, its barbed needle aimed straight at my chest—then blasted a Gravity Bird out of my blunderbuss.

      I detonated it almost instantly to clump all of the mobs up, then immediately pumped both of my stored blasts into the group and followed up with a Double Casted blast as well.

      And thanks to the piercing rune I’d got on my blunderbuss, all three of the massive ravens ripped through the gathered mobs and sent a cloud of numbers into the air with readouts so dense that I couldn’t even make out the individual amounts.

      Dozens of dead bugs dropped out of the air and rained down onto the tracks, though the loot was lacking.

      My Health was rapidly falling thanks to the blowback effect of Double Cast—apparently the DoT had ripped right through my Vampiric Shield—but House was quick to deploy her healing bots, and my Health leveled out before it became an issue.

      The cart was still screaming along, but the tunnel had gone oddly quiet, and though the corpses we’d left behind were glowing in a tight knot, it wasn’t long before darkness rushed back in.

      “Have we successfully outpaced the swarm?” House said.

      I squinted into the space behind us, where a few embers rising up from the corpses were still drifting in the air.

      “I think so.”

      I turned around and slumped down against the rear wall of the cart while I reloaded my blunderbuss.

      The cart carried on for a little while, then—rapidly approaching—I spotted a massive golden honeycomb that was sitting in the center of the tracks up ahead.

      We’d obviously found the blockage, and though the cart had slowed considerably thanks to the pitch of the railway, we were still traveling much too fast.

      I dropped my blunderbuss into my inventory and stood up, then grabbed House by her wrist and Shadedrifted us both out of the cart.

      It sped on without us and smashed into the honeycomb with terrible force. I’d expected the comb to burst like the others before it—and that maybe that would clear the object—but the blockage appeared unaffected.

      I canceled Shadedrift and landed on my feet in a brisk jog, while House slammed into the ground on her back and rolled a few times before the smooth wall of the tunnel stopped her.

      “I never get tired of that,” Frank said.

      “I really thought ramming that cart into the blockage would do it. So now we gotta figure out a way to get this thing off the tracks, huh?”

      I glanced down the tunnel behind me, thankful that we at least seemed to have lost our pursuers.

      “Yeaaaah,” Frank said.

      “What?”

      “I wouldn’t spend too much time worrying about how to clear it if I were you.”

      I glanced down at him. “Why’s that?”

      House pointed at the blockage. “Excellent news! The blockage appears to be removing itself from the tracks. How convenient!”

      The comb shuddered and lifted off the floor, revealing several segmented legs that were thick as tree trunks.

      So not a honeycomb at all, but the thorax of an enormous bug.

      The creature spun and loomed over the tracks, its golden thorax jiggling and bouncing with the effort.

      It had the same mosquito-like proboscis as the smaller bugs, and its eyes were bulbous and full black. A small set of wings flickered weakly above its bulk, though given the creature’s size, I didn’t think there was any way it would be able to fly.

      
        
        {The Hivemother} (Level 9 Insect) (Elite)

        HP: 2,000/2,000

        MP: 1,200/1,200

      

      

      I popped my pistols into my hands and took aim at the creature’s eyes.

      “Alright then, could be worse. A low-Health Elite shouldn’t be too hard to deal with between the two of us. House, get your bots rolling, then sludge that thing and we’ll light it up.”

      Three bots drifted around my head, already formed. Apparently she’d beaten me to it.

      I released both of my icy spells, thinking I’d root the creature in place then chunk it with my blunderbuss and hope for a crit.

      Instead, two silvery bugs with long wings burst out of the creature’s back and darted in front of my ravens. My spells ricocheted off them, and one exploded against the ceiling while the second vanished down the tunnel behind me.

      Both silvery bugs dropped to the ground and curled up, already dead. Then the Hivemother rushed forward with one great, pincer-like claw already in mid-swing.

      House tossed out a Sludgesling Turret and then raised her mace high, as if she were about to smash it with her new skill.

      But she froze for a split second, and that was all it took for the claw to make contact.

      I expected the creature to bash her into the nearest wall, but the Hivemother scooped her up and pinned her against the ceiling.

      A wave of small bugs emerged from the Hivemother’s back, honeycombs popping wetly as the creatures took to the air.

      
        
        {Young Bomb Bug} (Level 6 Insect)

        HP: 150/150

        MP: 100/100

      

      

      I let fly with some more ravens and managed to one-shot most of the creatures before they made it to House, but a handful of them reached her and slammed their needles home.

      “House at 80% and dropping fast,” Frank said.

      The mobs that had made contact swelled in size and began to flash.

      Her bots swooped in and her Health stabilized, holding at 70%. Then all of the feeding bugs flashed in unison and exploded.

      “Ouch,” Frank said. “House at 35%.”

      The Hivemother finally dropped her, so I switched targets and went to work on the creature, intent on drawing the aggro away from House.

      “House, smash your bots for a quick heal!” I said.

      House landed in a crouch, her bots still whirring around her. “The angle of the cone does not allow for self-healing,” she said.

      She made a fist, and her bots flew apart and reconsolidated into an oversized spherical bot that bathed her in golden light.

      House threw out a Sludgesling Turret and followed up with a Leadfire, then ran around the boss and went to work on its legs with her mace.

      “Target at 85%,” Frank said.

      I threw out another pair of blasts, only to have the Hivemother deflect my spells by spewing another pair of those silvery bugs.

      That was obviously a defensive ability, but it didn’t seem like the mob used it all that often.

      The mob slashed out at me with one brutal claw, but I ducked the blow and retaliated with a series of icy birds that hit home but didn’t generate a freeze. It seemed like the Elite was immune to that.

      I strafed away down the railway and kept the spells coming, juking the mob’s jabs and swings while House beat on it from behind and eventually set it on fire.

      We worked it down from 80% all the way to 60%, then the mob spun in a tight circle and lashed out with its rear legs, catching House in the chest and sending her bouncing down the tunnel in the opposite direction.

      The Hivemother settled onto the ground between the tracks, and its honeycomb thorax brightened and bulged.

      I stalked closer, weapons raised, barrels glowing.

      Then every honeycomb that remained popped at the same time. A wave of thick golden liquid sluiced off the Hivemother’s back and dozens of bugs emerged, a mixture of the Bomb Bugs that had nearly killed House and the larger Malevolent Drainers that had chased us to their queen.

      I launched a Gravity Bird before the cloud of mobs could spread out and detonated it just above the Hivemother.

      A few Bomb Bugs outranged the pull of the black sphere before it could draw them in, but the vast majority were grabbed and pulled toward its center.

      I sent icy blasts ripping through the sphere until I’d frozen every mob in place, though the black hole kept them from falling to the ground.

      I used Water Jet to launch myself into the air toward the queen and into the range of my blunderbuss, then switched to the larger weapon and unloaded a pair of piercing ravens into the gathered crowd.

      With the freeze rune pumping my crit rate by 50%, the damage readouts that I left behind were absolutely enormous, with some hitting for over a thousand.

      I hit the ground and rolled back to my feet as my Gravity Bird expired and the corpses it had kept suspended rained down onto the Hivemother from above.

      The mob hissed and thrashed about, then scampered up the nearest wall and ran onto the ceiling.

      A wave of prompts hit my screen.

      
        
        Quest Update: {The World Beneath} (Evolving Quest) (Hidden Quest)!

        Objectives: Gain entry to the Abandoned Railway beneath the Withered Vale (Complete).

        Retrieve the {Minecart Lever} and two {Minecart Wheels}, then repair and engage the cart (Complete).

        Outrun the swarm and clear the blockage (Complete).

        Execute the {Hivemother} before she escapes (Phase IV)!

        Reward: Experience, Renown, and ??

      

      

      I cursed and bolted down the tunnel after the retreating monster.

      “House,” I said. “Get to the cart!”

      She was already close, and she threw herself into it without hesitation as the Hivemother scrambled past her across the ceiling.

      I dropped my blunderbuss into my inventory and put on as much speed as I could manage, then threw myself head-first at the cart.

      I activated Repel and drove my shoulder in the far wall of the vehicle, then flopped into it and on top of House.

      The minecart zoomed forward and came perilously close to tipping off the tracks, but thankfully it righted itself and flew down the tunnel.

      I grabbed the rim of the cart and yanked myself upright. I could just make out the Hivemother fleeing in front of us, her huge frame barely visible in the dimly lit tunnel.

      Her honeycomb back was now fully dark, and I had no aggro that I could feel.

      I hunkered down slightly and aimed my pistol backward, then activated Water Jet for another burst of speed.

      Sparks exploded beneath the cart, and for the briefest moment I worried that I’d pushed it too far and broken something.

      I spun back around to check my target and the cart’s speed instantly caused my eyes to water and sent my hair streaming behind me.

      I wound up a pair of icy blasts but held them as the cart screamed along the railway, still needing to close the gap.

      The monster disappeared around a curve up ahead, so I squatted down in the cart in the hope of making it more aerodynamic.

      The cart rounded an especially steep right turn and lifted slightly off the tracks but slammed back down as we straightened out and got back into range of the mob.

      I released both of my spells and saw each raven explode in an icy cloud against the Hivemother’s back for about 200 apiece, staggering it slightly and allowing us to gain a bit more ground.

      I kept the birds coming and soon we were directly beneath it, paralleling the creature as it desperately attempted to flee.

      House wasn’t able to help very much, but she did manage to repeatedly snare the creature with oil and keep it on fire, and between the two of us, it wasn’t long before we’d worked the mob below 30%.

      The creature hissed and raced out in front of us, then dropped off the ceiling and landed on the tracks. It backed away and raised its pincers high, preparing what promised to be a pair of nasty strikes.

      The minecart had slowed down some and I didn’t want to be in it when the creature struck, so I bailed out while I released a pair of blasts, and House followed a moment later.

      The Hivemother smashed the cart right off the tracks and skittered forward at House, but I hit it with a Dark Harvest for 530 that caused it to stagger sideways.

      “Target at 3%,” Frank said.

      House dropped a Leadfire Turret right in front of the creature, then put her hips into a baseball-style swing with her mace and blew the turret apart into a cloud of shrapnel.

      Chunks of metal ripped into the damaged mob and dropped its Health to zero.

      “House with the cleanup!” Frank said.

      Prompts flooded in.

      
        
        Congratulations, you completed a Hidden Quest!

        You gained 3,600 Experience!

        You gained 450 Renown!

        You received {Soul Machinist Recipe: Gem-powered Minecart}!

        You received {Soul Machinist Recipe: Railway Tracks}!

        {The Highwater Railway} is now fully accessible!

      

      

      I inspected the two recipes, both of which were Uncommon.

      The descriptions were straightforward: the tracks pattern would let a Machinist craft and lay down rails, and the cart pattern would create a Soul Gem-powered vehicle that could travel across them at high speeds.

      The Hivemother was glowing green, so I looted it and came away with a Soul Gem and a couple of silver coins.

      The Experience and Renown payouts weren’t amazing—if anything, the amounts served to highlight just how powerful the Rifts really were—but the important thing was that we were  a step closer to Highwater.

      “House has got something to pick up,” Frank said. “Profession recipe.”

      “Awesome,” I said. “I’ll take that over a piece of gear any day. So what’s the deal with the railway here? Can we just use it?”

      “You can use that one cart we were riding in, yeah,” Frank said. “Or you could craft up a bunch of them and link them together to haul Trade Packs around. It’s a handy way to shoot back and forth between the Vale and Highwater. And House needs to loot the body. That’s the real prize.”

      She jogged up beside the corpse and knelt in front of it. “I have received an Epic. Is that good?”

      “Ohh,” I said. “Yeah, link it over.”

      She did.

      
        
        Soul Machinist Recipe: {Eartheater} (Vehicle)

        Creates a one-person ground mount that moves at 5% of base speed but can expend Soul Gems to create tunnels through the earth. This vehicle is only operable within the Onyx Sands, and some tunnel restrictions apply.

        Requirements: {Iron Bar} x40, {Gold Bar} x10, {Silver Gear} x20, {Iron Crank} x5, {Soul Gem} x100, {Large Soul Gem} x5, {Greater Soul Gem} x1.

      

      

      I whistled, excited. “That thing is pricy, but it’s got serious potential. Think about what we could do with the Stronghold if we were to link up—”

      “Yeah yeah,” Frank said, “I’m great. I know it, you know it, everybody knows it. You’re welcome.”

      “Nice, Frank. First a route into Highwater, then this? You’ve outdone yourself.”

      “It’s impossible to outdo me.”

      “Shall I use the recipe?” House said.

      “You might as well wait until we’ve got the materials in hand.”

      “I have used the recipe,” House said. “I apologize for my impatience, but I have no regrets. It was very satisfying to use.”

      I barked a laugh. “Eh, no harm done. There’s no way we would have sold that, and you’re the Machinist.”

      I jogged over to the cart that the Hivemother had overturned and flipped it back onto the tracks.

      The side had been dented in a little bit and the Soul Gems were a good bit duller than they’d been before, but it still looked operable.

      “Jump in, House. Might as well let this thing take us the rest of the way.”

      She dove into the car head-first and smashed her face.

      Frank laughed. “House, you’re so good at jumping. Never stop.”

      “I am happy to entertain,” House said. “It pleases me no end that I have discovered one small element of humor.”

      I hopped in and the cart started rolling away on its own, but I wanted to speed it up, so I pointed a pistol backward and fired off a Water Jet to get us rattling down the tunnel at a decent tick.

      “Wait,” Frank said. “What do you mean, discovered?”

      “You laugh whenever I physically injure myself,” House said.

      “You’re doing that on purpose?” I said.

      “Yes,” House said. “It causes me no physical pain, and it makes Frank laugh. The calculus could not be simpler.”

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “Well now it’s not funny.”

      House cocked her head. “Does your awareness of my awareness somehow diminish the humor found in me wounding myself for your benefit?”

      “That’s a lot of words. But yeah, it’s less funny now that I know you’re trying to be funny.”

      “But when you previously identified the person you were imitating—Ned, in the latest case—were you not also trying to elicit humor?”

      “Uhh…” Frank said. “That’s different.”

      “How is that different?” House said. “Please be as specific and concrete as possible.”

      Frank buzzed, and it felt like the equivalent of throwing his nonexistent hands up in the air. “It works because I’m an axe.”

      “I understand because I am a house. And it appears that houses are ill-suited to deliberate comedy.”

      “Yeah, I’d stick with being unintentionally funny. Leave the heavy lifting to the weapons.”

      “Ignore him,” I said. “Some things are just funnier when they’re unintentional. Picture someone hitting a rock while skateboarding and slamming face-first into the ground. It’s funny if it’s accidental. It’s just weird and kind of desperate if you’re doing it on purpose.”

      “That is truly considered humorous?” House said.

      “Yep,” I said. “Back me up here, Frank.”

      “I don’t find that funny at all, House,” Frank said. “I think Ned’s just a raging psychopath. I would disregard his opinions completely.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said. “Seriously? I asked you to name the two things you liked most in this world, and you named murder and mayhem before I forced you to name something that was vaguely positive. But I’m the psychopath?”

      “Someone falling on a skateboard is not considered humorous then?” House said. “And Ned’s sense of humor is simply an outlier?”

      “Frank, picture me falling on a skateboard.”

      “Heh,” Frank said. “Aw, crap. Busted.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “It was worth it.”
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      “We almost there?” I said after a couple more minutes of zooming through the dark.

      “Yup,” Frank said. “Just about. Oh, crap. Oh no!”

      “What?” I said, perking up.

      “Stand up, quick!” Frank said.

      I stood up as we hit the end of the line, a reinforced barricade that had very clearly been designed to stop the cart no matter how fast it came in.

      And stop the cart it did—while I was standing totally upright. I flew forward, shins and knees slamming into the cart as my suddenly arrested momentum sent me tumbling head over heels toward the far wall.

      I waited until I was about to collide with it, then activated Shadedrift and instantly killed the spell.

      I popped back into place and landed neatly on my feet.

      Frank groaned. “Well that was selfish.”

      “How’s that?” I said.

      “I was trying to give House a firsthand example of the skateboard thing.”

      I eyed the cart I’d been thrown out of. House had been slammed up against the inside of it and was struggling to remove herself.

      “Yeah, definitely looks like you were doing that for her benefit,” I said, heading over to help House out. “She would have had a great view from the inside of the cart.”

      There wasn’t much to look at at the end of the railway—just a dark passageway set into the far wall—so we headed down it and found a tight spiral staircase that twisted upward. I hoped it would lead us right into Highwater.

      It took us the better part of ten minutes to navigate the stairwell, and it ended in a thick oaken door that someone had set into the ceiling. I pulled out Vesuvian’s key and jammed it in, then turned it sideways and was rewarded with a solid click.

      I dropped the key into my inventory and pushed the door up. It was lighter than I’d expected, and it thumped up into the room above and threw up a great cloud of dust that set House and me to sneezing.

      I climbed up and out of the stairwell and into what appeared to be a small, modest home.

      There were three rooms in all: the bedroom I’d just climbed into, which was furnished with a small bed and a set of cabinets, the living room beyond, whose furniture was covered by white sheets, and a small kitchen set against the far wall.

      I opened up my mini map. The home was situated between the Bobbing Market and the Freeze, so thankfully we weren’t far at all from where we needed to go.

      “Interesting,” I said. “I wonder how we could use this. It’s almost like a free staging ground within the city.”

      An alert popped up on my screen—the Expansion Modules that House had started last night had just completed. I smiled and dismissed the prompt.

      I poked around the house for a minute, but it seemed like the railway below was the home’s only secret.

      I moved from one grime-covered window to the next, gauging the traffic beyond, but thankfully it seemed like the Kings had had the foresight to tuck their exit into a relatively quiet spot removed from Highwater’s busy streets.

      Still, I’d have to be careful; there were still plenty of NPCs milling about despite the early hour, and a number of players were visible in the crowd as well, though none were marked as hostile and I didn’t see any of Tyrann’s Cultists around.

      Hopefully he’d pulled them back to the Sands. I glanced at my map again, wondering what kind of progress he’d made there, and found that he’d boosted all the way up to 48% conversion.

      It wouldn’t be long now, and I was feeling pretty damn good about the deal we’d struck. Knowing how quickly he was moving, I doubted I would have been able to grow the city fast enough to fend him off.

      I waited for a pair of obviously drunken players to stumble down the nearest road—a narrow stretch of cobbles lit by torches to either side—then slipped out of the house’s front door and into the clean, cold air.

      “House?” I said, before she could follow me out. “It’d probably be for the best if we’re not seen together, especially as I approach the tower. Do you think you could go check out the Auction Node that the Caravan created and report back on what you find? Maybe stay in the house for a minute longer, then head out.”

      “Certainly.” She eased the door shut.

      I dipped down an alleyway and made my way toward Sarissa’s tower. “How are we doing on the timing with the daily Renown payout?”

      “You’re good,” Frank said. “You’ll need to kill a little bit of time in the mage’s tower, but it’s coming. And it probably makes sense to get in there before people start waking up and the server gets busier.”

      “You sure it’s going to be enough?” I eyed my Experience bar. Completing that Hidden Quest and killing all of the bugs had gone a long way and I now only needed about 2% to hit 14, but that meant I was counting on the daily payout for an entire level.

      I’d gotten more than that the last time around, but I just didn’t want to go knocking on Sarissa’s door only to come up short and not be able to complete my class change.

      “Trust in Frank,” Frank said. “And all will be well. I woulda told you to grind more bugs before taking on the Hivemother if I thought it was going to be a problem.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. Just keep in mind that if you’re wrong, you’re looking at some serious sheath time. I might even set you out in the sun afterward. Make it extra sweaty.”

      Frank shuddered.

      I looked left, right, left, then dashed across another cobblestone street and down another alley. I kept to the side streets and avoided other players as I made my way toward Sarissa’s tower, and it wasn’t long before I reached the ice.

      But I hesitated at the very edge of the Freeze, knowing that I’d be stepping onto open ground as I approached the tower.

      It was quieter than it had been before, and while there were still a huge number of mages ringed up around the tower, many of them were asleep in their tents while others were cooking breakfast, tending small cookfires above the ice.

      “Any suggestions for getting her attention?” I said.

      “I’d wave me high above your head and just make a break for it.”

      I slipped him out of his loop, then looked around and scouted for other players. I didn’t see any, so I took a deep breath. “Alright. Wish me luck.”

      I Shadedrifted toward the tower, Frank held high above my head, and let the spell clear its max distance.

      I landed on the ice and kept sliding after it expired, and instead of trying to run I pointed a pistol back the way I’d come and blasted a Water Jet into the air that sent me screaming between two rows of tents.

      The top of Sarissa’s sapphire tower glimmered as if the sun had caught it, though sunrise was still a little while off.

      An icy stairwell formed about ten feet in front of me, so I threw a heel out to arrest my motion and started climbing while the stairs melted away behind me.

      I jammed Frank back into his loop. “Looks like holding you up paid off.”

      “Nah.”

      I spared him a glance as I climbed. “Nah?”

      “Didn’t make a difference, she would’ve noticed you anyway. I just told you to do that because I wanted to be the center of attention.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I feel like I… crap,” Frank said.

      “Like you crap?”

      “Two players directly to the south. They must have popped out of one of the mages’ tents because I didn’t see ’em before.”

      I winced as I spotted the players in question pointing at me and talking urgently to one another a few hundred yards off.

      One of the two dashed across the Freeze then used some kind of leap and glide ability to clear the rest of the space before he vanished into the city beyond, and the second shimmered for a moment, then disappeared into thin air.

      Both of their name tags had been green, though that was far from a guarantee of safety; it felt like an ambush was probably coming the moment I left the tower.

      And there was at least one player out there who I wouldn’t see coming.

      “That’s not good,” I said.

      I was about halfway up the tower, and while I thought I was probably out of the range of anyone below, I still felt incredibly exposed.

      “At least we know Sarissa can handle herself,” I continued. “But I doubt she’s going to appreciate us bringing a war to her doorstep.”

      “I don’t see why not,” Frank said.

      I sighed and kept climbing, doing my best to ignore the feeling that I was being watched. “Man, I really hope this was worth it.”

      The stairwell continued on into the side of the tower, which rippled as I stepped through it.

      The ice mage was sitting on a windowsill across from me, one knee pulled to her chest, her other leg dangling free.

      “Well then,” she said. “Isn’t this a surprise? I thought you’d have lost that axe days ago.”

      “Wasn’t easy,” I said, “but here we are. Sorry for the intrusion, but I was hoping you could teach me Illusion Magic.”

      Sarissa squinted at me. “It seems a bit early for that, unfortunately.”

      I leaned up against the wall and peered out the nearest window. “Yeah, the talking axe says that won’t be the case for long, and for some reason I’m inclined to believe him.

      “Might have some bad news too though. A couple of people spotted me on my way in. Might not bode well for my exit.”

      She made a dismissive gesture. “Let them try and climb the tower if they wish. Your enemies do not concern me. It’s the world I worry about.”

      “The world?”

      “The Rifts,” she said as she stared at the ceiling. “I… I should apologize. You sent that young woman to warn me, but I didn’t listen. I didn’t think it was possible that the Red Cathedrals had returned.” She met my eyes. “I didn’t want to believe it. I’m sorry.”

      “It is what it is,” I said, “and I doubt there was really anything you could have done about it. But I’m afraid it’s far worse than you know.”

      Sarissa swung off the sill and leaned up against the wall, her blue robes rippling about her shins. “Out with it then.”

      “The Reality Blade… it’s gone.”

      “What do you mean it’s gone?” she said, her words clipped and precise.

      “I met up with Erasmus. He was hexed when I arrived. He was seeing a world that wasn’t there. And both the Reality Blade and the Spelliron Shield were gone. Now the Rifts are everywhere, some of them are becoming unstable, and the Cathedrals are nearly finished.”

      Sarissa shook her head, eyes wide and fearful. “That means… he is truly coming back, isn’t he?” She covered her face with both hands. “I gave the better part of my life to protect that sword. And it didn’t even make a difference. Oh, Arlann. It was all for nothing.”

      “What was?”

      The mage took a deep breath and composed herself, though her hands were shaking. “I volunteered for this. It’s more complicated than that, but that’s close to the truth.”

      “For what? To bind your magic to the tower and be trapped within it? What does that have to do with Arlann?”

      “Everything. And at the same time, absolutely nothing.” She sighed. “You see, the Possibility King is an old enemy, and the towers are not new. They change to fit their occupant, but they’re quite old.

      “Twenty-five years ago, the earth mage who called this tower home began to die, and Highwater City began the search for his replacement.

      “I was a young woman then. I’d grown up with Arlann here in the city, and we were engaged by my twentieth birthday. I was the strongest mage the city had seen in many years, and he was just another soldier—my mother’s words—but we were happy.

      “Then the Queen called me into her throne room and demanded I present myself to the tower for the good of the city, the world, and so on. I had my own plans for my future and there were other mages who were strong enough, so I declined. And I walked out.

      “And Arlann didn’t turn up for his next shift. The guard found him in an alleyway, beaten half to death. And shortly thereafter—when I was visiting him, though he hadn’t yet woken up—the Queen summoned me once again.”

      “They went after him,” I said. “That’s how they got you to agree.”

      “Of course they did. I was young and powerful and stupid. I was so very stupid. It never even occurred to me that the Queen would target him. And even afterward, I didn’t understand why it had to be me.

      “But it didn’t matter at that point. I left his bedside to meet with the Queen, then headed straight for the tower. I never even got to say goodbye. And the earth mage died two days after I arrived.”

      “And he still has no idea, does he?”

      She shook her head. “I sent him a letter breaking off the engagement as soon as he was conscious enough to read it. I told him I never wanted to see him again, and I left it at that. I wanted him to hate me. I wanted him to move on.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “No.”

      “So why not just tell him the truth?”

      Sarissa looked up at me, incredulous. “The truth?” she said, laughing the words. “Tell him the truth, you say? I don’t know why I never thought of that.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Do you have any idea what it would have done to Arlann if I’d told him that I was throwing my life away because he had been unable to protect his own?

      “It’s awful to say, but it’s true. What is a soldier against the might of a Queen? No. He would have walked into the ocean to spare me that. Trust me: this was the only way.”

      I nodded and glanced out the window. My stomach clenched at the red and green name tags that were gathering at the edge of the Freeze, but there was nothing I could do about that for now.

      “I see,” I said. “And I’m sorry to hear it. But did you say twenty-five years? Is that how long you’ve been here?”

      The timing was interesting: that roughly lined up with a Codex entry I’d seen days earlier that had hinted that the Withered Vale had changed sometime in the last few decades.

      She flicked a finger and an icy chair solidified beside me, so I dropped into it.

      “Closer to twenty-six now, but yes.”

      “Did anything change when you stepped into the tower?”

      “No. Nothing happened until the earth mage died.”

      I leaned forward. “Yeah?”

      She blew out a puff of air and eyed the ceiling. “Like any truly powerful spell, the towers bleed magic. When the earth mage died, the ground beneath Koria shifted. And the waters that used to flow through the mountains and into the sands below cut off completely within a matter of hours.

      “Within a week, the Vale became a desperate, dangerous place. And I don’t need to tell you where Arlann decided to serve for the rest of his life. I don’t fault him for that; the Vale did need him. But I think he left the city because he couldn’t stand waking up and seeing this tower every morning.”

      “Is that also when this city became Highwater? And the waters dammed up and rose?”

      “It is,” she said.

      I chewed that over. It was a lot to digest, and the timing added up, but… it just didn’t feel right to me, though I wasn’t sure why. “Was there anything else? Any other changes?”

      “The waters froze around the tower as they climbed. But what does it matter, really? If the Possibility King already has the blade, then it was all for nothing. I could have had a life for the last twenty years. I could have marri…”

      Sarissa trailed off, blinking, frost dotting her eyelashes. I gave her a moment to recover.

      “So you’d leave if you could, then? There’s no point in staying here any longer if the towers are no longer serving their purpose.”

      “Certainly.”

      “Erasmus said that if I could find a magical source that was powerful enough, I might be able to free you. Do you think that would work?”

      She eyed Frank. “Yes. But if you’re thinking of your axe, it doesn’t possess a fraction of the power you’d need to replace any one of us for long enough for someone to leave, let alone all three of the Triad.”

      Frank grunted. “Well that was hurtful and unnecessary.”

      I stifled a laugh. “But you’d be happy to leave if you could.”

      “I fear that I’d leave a great deal of my magical power behind,” she said, “but yes, I would gladly leave. And I would be forever in your debt. But I can’t think of a source that would be powerful enough to allow it. I can’t even think of one that might be close.”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Or I’ll figure it out and chew it up real nice then baby bird it to him as per usual,” Frank said.

      I ignored him. “Anyway. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try.”

      I was hoping to trigger a quest or something—waiting for a sign that freeing Sarissa and the others was even possible—but none came.

      “Thank you,” Sarissa said.

      “Yeah.” I hopped out of the icy chair because my leathers were starting to soak through and my ass was halfway to numb already.

      I chewed my nails and stared out the window. The other players had formed a loose ring around the tower, and a number of Cultist NPCs had joined the hunt.

      “Incoming,” Frank said.

      I tensed, expecting an attack or something similar. But I was off in the best possible way: the daily payout had just hit, and it was everything Frank had promised it would be and more.

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 14!

        Congratulations, you reached level 15!

        You may complete your Tier III class change at any time by learning an additional skill and choosing a skill to specialize in!

        Warning: All class changes are permanent.

        Reach level 20 to equip C-grade gear!

        Reach level 30 to select a Tier IV class!

      

      

      I scanned the prompts and breathed a massive sigh of relief.

      I checked my inventory and Experience bar in quick succession.

      I’d picked up about 10 gold between the Auction House and the inn, and I was already 12% into the next level.

      “Looks like you’re ready for a new skill after all,” Sarissa said. “Are you sure I can’t talk you into taking Frost Magic instead? I’m far better versed in that, and it would make a powerful combination with your other skills.”

      “I think Illusion Magic is the way to go. But thank you.”

      “Suit yourself.” She snapped her fingers, and another prompt appeared.

      
        
        Do you wish to learn {Illusion Magic}?

        Warning: You will be unable to learn another skill until level 30.

      

      

      I took a deep breath and confirmed my choice, triggering another series of prompts as I picked up a pair of new abilities.

      And while they weren’t exactly what I’d been hoping for, it seemed like we were on the right track.

      
        
        {Mirror Dance} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You summon two shadow copies that mimic your damage-dealing spells and abilities. Copies last 10 seconds and share 25% of your total Health and Mana and 10% of your other Primary statistics. Copies deal damage based on your level (base damage) and Intelligence statistic, plus Magical Attack.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 2 minutes.

        Cost: 150 Mana.

        Next rank: Summons a third copy.

      

        

      
        {Mirror Image} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You select a target within 10 yards and take on their physical appearance. Effect lasts for 2 minutes or until you use another skill or take damage of any type.

        Cast time: Two seconds.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes.

        Cost: 95 Mana.

        Next rank: Duration is increased to 2 minutes and 15 seconds.

      

      

      The first ability was decent enough, another spell to add to my ever-growing burst rotation. But the second… that was exactly what I wanted an ability that addressed my current manhunt problem in a direct way.

      The duration and cooldown weren’t ideal, though; 2 minutes of blending in for every 3 minutes of sticking out could lead to some dicey situations.

      It would be an immense help for sure—I’d have no problem slipping into the inn for the night or doing a quick ride through the city on my bike—but it was a far cry from anything resembling a permanent solution.

      “So I guess this is what you get for picking up a new skill without specializing in it, eh?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “Result varies though. Sometimes you might just get a weapon skill like you did with Enchanted Firearms at first, or you might get a couple actives, or even passives.”

      “Fair enough. So you still think specializing in it is the right way to go? I guess our other options at this point are Shadow Magic and Leather Armor. But neither of those seem like they’d help in the way we really need.”

      “Once again, it literally pains me to agree. I can’t share the abilities just yet though.”

      I selected Illusion Magic as my next specialization, then confirmed my choice.
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        Server-wide Alert!

        World-first Alert!

        {Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to become a Shadewalker!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you are the first player to become a Shadewalker!

        Awarding Title: {The Occulted}!

      

        

      
        {The Occulted} (Unique Title)

        All cooldown rates are reduced by 2%.

      

        

      
        Your stats have changed!

        Your skill ranks have been preserved, but the requirements to improve them have increased!

      

        

      
        {Mirror Dance} has evolved into {Doppelganger}!

      

        

      
        {Doppelganger} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You create a Doppelganger who shares 100% of your Constitution and 40% of your other Primary Statistics. The Doppelganger lasts 15 seconds and will mimic your movements and copy your damage-dealing spells and abilities.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 minutes.

        Cost: 190 Mana.

        Next rank: Upon creation, the Doppelganger inherits 33% of all Threat you have generated within the last 10 seconds.

      

        

      
        {Mirror Image} has evolved into {Copy Image}!

      

        

      
        {Copy Image} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You select an NPC within 30 yards and take on their physical appearance. Effect lasts for 20 minutes or until you use another skill or take damage. In addition, you may permanently store up to two images.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute.

        Cost: 1000 Mana.

        Next rank: Duration is increased to 25 minutes.

      

        

      
        {Shadedrift} has evolved into {Clonedrift}!

      

        

      
        {Clonedrift} (Rank: Novice II)

        Description: You become incorporeal and drift backward for 25 feet, or until {Clonedrift} is canceled. This spell may be used while stunned. For this spell’s duration, all damage you take is reduced by 99% and you are immune to all forms of crowd control. Activating {Clonedrift} creates a Clone at your starting location that lasts 5 seconds. If the Clone is damaged before it expires, it explodes and stuns all targets within 8 yards for 3 seconds.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 30 seconds.

        Cost: 65 Mana.

        Next Rank: Stun is extended to all targets within 9 yards.

      

      

      I picked up a new class passive as well, plus a better statistical bonus for each level I gained.

      
        
        {At Home in the Dark} (Shadewalker Passive)

        Effect: Your Illusion-based buffs and debuffs are invisible to other players and NPCs. Certain spells and abilities may negate this effect.

      

        

      
        Shadewalker Class Bonus: +10 Dexterity per level, +5 Constitution per level, +10 Intelligence per level.

      

      

      I read that all over once, twice, then a third time, still reeling at the list of changes.

      Thankfully I hadn’t lost my Reflexive Wisdom passive, and my armor type hadn’t changed this time around, so I was in a much better spot than before.

      I pulled up my stat sheet, practically drooling at the thought of what I’d find.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The Piratical)

      

        

      
        Level: 13 > 15

        Tier III Class: Shadewalker

        Gear Level: 402

      

        

      
        Strength: 18

        Dexterity: 111 > 147

        Constitution: 102 > 130

        Intelligence: 151 > 195

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 20 > 40

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +8%

        Haste Rating: +0%

        Hit Rating: +2%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 73

      

        

      
        Health: 816 > 1040

        Mana: 1510 > 1950

      

        

      
        Armor: 39%

        Magical Resistance: 29%

      

      

      And the best part? None of my gear had changed since I’d last checked my stats at level 13, meaning I was looking purely at the stat boosts I’d received minus the regular gains from leveling up. And they were massive.

      Finally, lovingly, I turned my attention to my new skills.

      Clonedrift was interesting: the skill was mostly the same, though I’d traded the ability to disorient mobs on contact for a potentially powerful stun.

      “Sarissa, do you mind if I mess around a little?”

      “Feel free,” she said.

      I activated Clonedrift and shot backward, though there was no shadowy disc to mark my passage. From an outsider’s perspective, it appeared as if I’d simply gone totally motionless thanks to the image I’d left behind.

      And that was powerful; having no visible trail would make it far, far harder for players to track my movements. I canceled the spell and popped back into the world about ten feet from my clone, which lasted a few more seconds before rippling and dissolving.

      “I love that,” I said. “Lot of flexibility there. Wonder if we can make a rune to cause the dummy to taunt or something like that—draw enemies in then explode.”

      “While I’m obviously experiencing a great deal of mental anguish resulting from your latest class selection,” Frank said, “I do like the idea of taunting things then exploding their stupid faces. I have a lot of ideas for taunts.”

      “Thought you might.”

      “I do feel slightly rejuvenated at the thought. Man, I wish I could explode. That would be awesome. I would do that all the time.”

      “I’m sure you would. Gotta get back to these skills, though.” I glanced out the window, where the enemy forces were still growing in number. “I’d really like to get out of here as soon as possible, but I gotta know what my buttons do.” I laughed. “Remember buttons?”

      “No,” Frank said.

      “Oh. Yeah, right.” I activated Doppelganger next and my image blurred, then a perfect copy appeared beside me.

      “Dear God,” Frank said. “I have so many regrets. Why did I approve of this?”

      “You didn’t just approve of it,” I said, laughing. Then my Doppelganger copied me and laughed in the exact same way. “You suggested it. There are two of me now, and it’s all thanks to you, Frank.”

      “I should have chosen death.”

      I glanced down at him, and the Doppelganger did the same thing. Then I flipped him off and the dummy copied the gesture. It was perfect.

      “What fresh hell is this?” Frank said. “Hey, wait—there’s two of me too.” I felt him squint at my side. “Yep, I take it back. This is totally worth it.”

      “All right, Copy Image next,” I said, grinning at the mere mention of the skill. “This is it, Frank. This is everything right here.”

      “I thought you’d like that,” Sarissa said.

      “Would you mind if I copied you to test it out?”

      “You may copy my appearance,” she said. “But don’t store it. And yes, I’ll know.”

      “Done,” I said.

      I activated the spell.

      My skin prickled and buzzed, then my leathers vanished in a blink and were replaced with a perfect copy of Sarissa’s long blue dress.

      I held up my hands, marveling at the detail the spell put into replicating the mage’s well-manicured nails and slim fingers. “Wow. It’s uncanny.”

      “Well, I’m officially back to hating this,” Frank said.

      “Is it the dress?”

      “I don’t mind the dress. In fact, the updraft is kinda nice. But nobody can see me, and that’s a dealbreaker.”

      I sighed. “The dress isn’t real, man. There is no updraft.”

      “Probably psychosomatic.”

      I looked up, and my mouth dropped open. The name tag floating above my head?

      Sarissa the Blue.

      And Sarissa’s hadn’t changed.

      “Holy. Crap,” I said. “The tags change?”

      “They sure do,” Frank said. “All the other stuff is whatever—buncha dumb magic if you ask me—but this is what I was thinking of when I suggested Illusion Magic as the best fit. Way better than an Astral Image or anything like that.”

      I rubbed my temples, mind racing. The possibilities… they seemed utterly endless.

      “Oh man. This is easily the best skill we’ve ever had.”

      “Still prefer the punch,” Frank said, “but you do you.”

      I canceled the illusion and popped back into my regular form.

      “Do you know what this means?” I said. “We can go back into town. We can check the inn out, scope out the Auction House in person, everything. We can… we could store Vesuvian’s appearance.”

      “I know,” Frank said. “Again, that’s why I suggested it.”

      “Thanks man. I’d give you a high five if I could. Damn, I might even hug you. I guess I could do that, huh?”

      “Don’t touch me. Or this will be the first and last time I ever fully cooperate.”

      I held my hands up. “Fair enough. Fist bump?”

      “Acceptable. Blade, not shaft.”

      I bumped the top of his blade.

      “Copy Image is an exceedingly powerful ability,” Sarissa said. She snapped her fingers and turned into a clay pot with a cluster of blue flowers rising up from it. “And the more powerful you become, the fewer restrictions it has.”

      “Wow,” I said.

      “I swear to God, Ned, if you spend a bunch of time learning to turn us into pots I will—”

      “But know this,” Sarissa said. “Copy Image is far from infallible. Many tools exist to parse illusion from reality, and those with gifted sight will naturally see through them.”

      I shrugged. “But it’s something to work with, and we had nothing. Drawbacks aside, this is huge. Thank you for teaching me. I couldn’t be happier with this.”

      She smiled slightly. “I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

      Then she sighed. “But we ought to part ways before your admirers down below turn violent.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Alright Frank, how do we wanna play this?”

      “Use Doppelganger, then jump down and massacre them. And yell something cool, like airmail. Or Geronimo. Or here comes Frank.”

      I eyed the group below, most of whom were dressed in plain robes and basic armor, the sort of stuff you’d expect to see in a starter zone.

      There were a few players who I thought might be wearing D-grade given their more ornate setups, but it was impossible to say for certain.

      And I didn’t have a chance in a five-on-one, let alone with ten or twenty people bearing down on me.

      While there was a pretty decent chance that, with my new skill set, I could probably blow up a handful of players then disappear into the city before they knew what hit them, that would also reveal what I was capable of.

      And as tempting as doling out a little bit of punishment might be, that wasn’t the smart move.

      “I don’t like the look on your face right now,” Frank said.

      “You never do,” I said.

      “Yeah, but this one seems especially bad. You look like House.”

      “Confused?”

      “Constipated.”

      I shook my head and opened up my inventory, then pulled out one of the feathers I’d gotten in a trade with the gnome back in the Sands.

      
        
        {Lightbone Feather} (Consumable)

        Use: Greatly reduces your falling speed for 10 seconds.

      

      

      “Sarissa?”

      “Yes?”

      “I promise I’ll try and get you out of here as soon as I can. But in the meantime, I need a small favor.”
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      “I like this idea,” Frank said. “But I’d like it more if you hadn’t looted that feather.”

      Sarissa waved a hand, and the south side of the tower’s wall—where it faced the Vale—melted away. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Very,” I said. “Can you hit me if I get a running start? I need as much speed as humanly possible.”

      I gazed out toward the Withered Vale, which was so far off and below that it appeared to be little more than four clusters of white buildings.

      “And if you can, keep the angle a bit low, too. I need to clear the city walls, but that should be easy from here. The height of the tower gives us a lot of leeway there.”

      I stepped to the very edge of the tower and waved to the players that were now massing below.

      A roar went up then, a chorus of hisses and boos that was so loud it was almost physical. I picked a hostile target out at random and blew him a kiss, then stepped back away from the edge.

      “Trust me, speed won’t be a problem,” Sarissa said. “Are you ready?”

      I put my back to the empty space where the wall had been, ready to get a running start. “I am.”

      I backed up to the far wall, pushed off it, and put on as much speed as I could manage.

      “You’ll want to try to jump at the very moment the ice expands beneath you. Otherwise you’re like to go tumbling across the sky.”

      “Here for it,” Frank said.

      “You do realize you’re attached to me, right?”

      “Eh,” he said, “you’re squishy and full of blood. And I am not.”

      I gave Sarissa a thumbs up, then launched into a full sprint.

      The icy floor shimmered beneath me as I rushed across it, and as I hit the edge of the tower, a great spear of ice rose up beneath my feet.

      I waited a half-second, then leaped off the still-rising pillar, aimed a Water Jet behind me for some more speed, and immediately used the feather.

      My skin flushed hot from head to toe, then my stomach turned as the pull of gravity almost completely disappeared.

      I rocketed off the side of the tower with virtually no downward momentum to speak of. I streaked through the sky high above the players below, well out of the range of their abilities.

      But they still gave chase across the Freeze, and many of them activated leaps and other movement abilities in a doomed effort to pursue me. The jeers were even louder than before, though they quickly faded out owing to the distance and the roar of the wind.

      I gave the crowd a little wave as I blasted away, the wind tearing at my face and clothing. We left the tower behind in seconds and were soon flying over the city proper, passing high above the Bobbing Market and the blue waters and the rafts, over the city walls and the huge elevators that led into Highwater, everything.

      Then the city was fading into the distance behind us, and the black dunes of the Onyx Sands were whizzing below as if they were little more than waves.

      I checked my buff. I only had a few seconds of slowfall left but I had four feathers remaining, so I waited until I had a fraction of a second left, then used another of the items.

      I jerked sideways and managed half a barrel roll that left me flying with my back to the ground, head toward the Vale, face to the sky.

      The sun had almost fully risen, and the light was warm against my face. I stayed that way until the buff expired—luxuriating in the heat and the speed that was wicking it away—then kicked my way back around as the plummet began in earnest.

      I was maybe two hundred feet up with dark dunes beneath me, and the fall took a surprisingly long time, but thankfully that gave me plenty of room to orient myself for the landing.

      I got my feet underneath me and waited, blood pounding in my ears.

      The ground rushed up at me but I held off, wanting to wait until the last possible moment.

      I activated Clonedrift while I was maybe ten feet off the ground, and the Clone that replaced me smashed into the dune below and exploded in a burst of sparks.

      I canceled the spell and dropped the last ten feet, rolling as I hit the ground.

      “Nice exit, eh?”

      “I’m torn,” Frank said. “I liked the way you mocked everyone on the way out, but at the end of the day, you still ran when you could have gone down fighting. I award you zero Frank points.”

      “Probably consider that a win, given the retreat and all.”

      “As you should.”

      I sent House a quick message letting her know what had happened, and I also asked her to send me her Auction House update whenever she got a chance.

      And it came through instantly, because of course it did.

      The short of it was that instead of an Auction House proper—which was a real building—the Caravan had created a floating shop in the Bobbing Market.

      And best of all? It was already staffed by an NPC.

      The goods on offer were the same as the linked markets and hadn’t changed, but there were also three Caravan routes available—each of which apparently headed north, to cities beyond Highwater—and all three of them were already underway.

      It seemed like Tyrann was keeping up his end of the deal just fine. And given that it was morning again, I figured it shouldn’t be long at all before Koria itself was added to the network.

      I asked House to head to the Vale so we could meet back up, and though she agreed, she said she needed to stop by the Stronghold first to harvest a wave of trees and get everything replanted.

      I thanked her and steered my bike down and between a set of dunes.

      “House says I’ve got routes in progress to the Tidal Shore, the Salt Flats, and the Rimeland,” I said. “You have an ETA on those?”

      “Assuming he sent the Caravans out right away? First two should be added within a couple hours. Kind of amazing that Tyrann or one of his people has been to the Rimeland already though—that’s a C-grade area on the northern edge of the continent.”

      Before Frank could continue, an alert came in, though it was one I’d been expecting for some time now: the Vale had reached 50% conversion.

      
        
        Regional Alert: The Withered Vale has a new Majority Religion: {The Cult of Information}!

      

      

      “And there it is,” I said. “Guess the pressure is officially on as far as Tyrann is concerned. Feels like it’s time to pay the city another visit. We just need an appearance to steal along the way.”

      “Vesuvian?” Frank said.

      I grinned. “Maybe eventually. But I don’t think we want people to see him waltzing around the city just yet. I can’t copy players, so do you know of any pathing merchants or anything like that? I think somebody who people are used to seeing in the Sands but is rarely in the city itself would be ideal.”

      “There’s a traveling merchant who walks east to the ocean and back. Don’t know where he is now, but his route’s pretty short.”

      I steered the bike that way. “Perfect.”

      A message came in from Darling. She and the group were logging back on for the day and were going to get right back to grinding Rifts, and she wanted to know if I wanted in.

      I told her that I’d love to but that I had a few things to handle first, so I pulled up my Rift Map and took a quick video of it before sending it her way so that the guild could hit the ground running.

      After about five minutes of cruising through the Sands, I found the merchant we were after—a thin man with leathery skin who was wobbling up a dune while dragging a flat skid on two rails behind him.

      
        
        {Morty} (Level 7 Humanoid)

        HP: 500/500

        MP: 100/100

      

      

      I hopped off the bike and got into range. “Anything I should know before I do this?”

      “Just make sure he’s not looking at you when you do it. Otherwise he might freak out.”

      I cracked my knuckles. “Alright. You ready to commit some magical identity theft?”

      “I am always ready to do crimes.”

      “Alright, here goes.”

      I activated Copy Image. My leathers shimmered for a split second, then were replaced by Morty’s baggy white clothing.

      I tried to store the image and received a prompt that said I’d been successful.

      
        
        Appearance stored! You may store 1 more appearance.

      

      

      I mounted back up, wondering if the illusion would break, and was pleasantly surprised when it didn’t.

      “Any limitations I should be aware of in town? Is it just strictly skills and damage that break it?”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “You can trade with NPCs, talk to people, whatever. Just keep in mind that a single point of damage will break it. And that skill’s cooldown won’t start until you drop the illusion.”

      “So if somebody hits me, I can’t immediately pop back into it.”

      “Yep.”

      “Good to know.”

      I steered the bike up a particularly steep dune and into the early morning light. The sun was warm on my skin and the sky was bluer than ever—or maybe it just seemed that way now that the world had finally opened up somewhat.

      Deep down, I knew that Illusion Magic wasn’t a permanent solution—that I’d always be fighting to stay one step ahead of everybody else so long as I had Frank—but damn did it feel good to be able to breathe for once.

      Then things took another turn for the better.

      
        
        Congratulations, the capital city of Koria has been added to your Auction House network!

      

      

      I eyed the prompt, grinning. A message from Tyrann came through almost immediately, asking me to put the Key up for auction at the price we’d agreed upon as soon as possible.

      I almost replied as Ned on sheer instinct, but thankfully caught myself and replied as Francis in the affirmative.

      I dismounted a little outside the Vale—I figured Soulchoppers were probably common enough at this point in the game but didn’t want to risk being seen on one—and my heart began to race at the sight of the city and the rope bridges that were swinging in the breeze above it.

      Even from far off, it was obvious that it was changing at an amazing rate: the outskirts were abuzz with more permanent construction where there had been tents not even a day earlier, and the rhythm of hammers on stone was constant as I approached.

      I made my way through the spaces between the many half-finished buildings, and though there were still a few tired-looking people lounging in the shade between the new structures, the mood was decidedly different.

      Tyrann’s Cultists were everywhere, too, flitting about from person to person with food and water in hand.

      One of them completed a handout as I walked by, and I overheard the Cultist say that while the food was from the Cult of Information, the water was from a local named Francis.

      I dropped my voice as I slipped past him and ducked through the gatehouse that led into the Commerce Ward. “This is really working, eh?”

      “Seems to be. Only a matter of time before the city hits another growth wall, but it’s smooth sailing for now.”

      “Tomorrow’s Housing payout is going to be insane. The inn’s twice the size and we’ve already got three total cities linked up, plus at least three more already in progress. And you know Tyrann’s going to be expanding the network quickly now that he’s got an Auction House in Koria.”

      Despite the relatively early hour, the streets were surprisingly busy, and I had to thread my way through the crowd as I made for my buildings, desperate to see the Auction House and the Water Tower in person.

      “I’m torn,” Frank said.

      “Just in general or what?”

      “By your success.”

      “Oh yeah? Is there anything I can do to keep you from explaining why?”

      “No. On one hand, I hate your recent successes, as you’d expect. But on the other hand, I am responsible for literally all of them.”

      “Seems strong to me, but go off I guess.”

      “But on the other other hand, the people here are high on Francis, not you. Who doesn’t exist. But who also doesn’t carry me and is therefore presumably responsible for his own accomplishments. And that bothers me on a spiritual level.”

      “I can see how that would bother you, yeah. I mean, it doesn’t make any sense at all because he isn’t real, but I can still see how you’d be jealous of all the attention he’s getting.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I rounded a gentle bend in the road and the Water Tower rose in front of me, a great drum of water that was suspended about five feet off the ground by six thick wooden poles.

      An orderly line of Cultists garbed in white stretched down the side of the street, presumably waiting for their turn to get water.

      I opened up my Housing menu and poked through it. The Water Tower was at 25% capacity, so it wouldn’t be long before the supply dried up.

      But with the Auction House finished, that was a past concern. Hopefully.

      The single-story building was about twenty feet from the Water Tower, so I gave the Cultists a wide berth and stepped inside.

      Perhaps twenty players stood behind the counter that ran from one side of the building to the other, tapping at menus I couldn’t see.

      I stepped into a gap between a thin woman with pointy ears and a blue-skinned man who had visible fins jutting from his elbows.

      I accessed the Auction House menu and threw the Underdark Key up at the price that Tyrann and I had agreed upon—a full 50 gold—then sent him a quick message letting him know that the item was up.

      Then I searched for water and found a few hundred units listed for coppers apiece. I bought all of that up immediately using Francis’ name for the transaction, knowing that there would be a bit of a delay before I received my items since it was likely coming from Koria.

      I scoped out the gear next, and while there were plenty of listings, there were only a handful of D-grade items available, none of which I could equip.

      The story was similar when it came to Soul Gems—only the weakest varieties were available, and now that I no longer had access to my old Soul Shot recipes, these weren’t of any use to me.

      Not even a minute later, I received an alert that the Underdark Key had sold and that 36 gold had been deposited into my inventory.

      Wait, 36 gold?

      “Frank?” I said. “What’s up? I was thinking we’d get 45 gold out of the 50 the key sold for after the Auction House took its cut. What am I missing?”

      “Tyrann’s Tithe,” Frank said. “He gets 20% off the top of everything now that he’s converted the city. So 50 gold becomes 40 right away. Then there’s the 10% cut for the Auction House, and you’re down to 36. You’ll get half that back with your daily payout, though, so you’re really making 38.”

      “Damn. That Tithe hurts way more than I’d realized. Or maybe it just feels a lot more real with actual numbers in play.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kind of amps the pressure, eh? If we can’t get rid of that God… man. We can’t afford to give that much up at all, let alone to him.”

      I paused as a call came in.

      
        
        Video Call incoming from player {Tyrann}.

        Accept?
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      I pursed my lips, then jogged out of the Auction House and ran straight for the inn. I wasn’t about to show him the traveling merchant’s face, but I wanted to be somewhere quiet before I took Tyrann’s call.

      I pushed through the doors and waved at Lars—who was polishing glasses behind the empty counter and staring at me with a puzzled expression—then barged through the back hall and out into the hidden courtyard.

      Though after the inn’s expansion, courtyard was probably too strong a word—the only available space that was left was the area directly around the tree. The tree itself was looking about the same, though its buds might have taken on a slightly greener hue.

      I took Tyrann’s call with the video off and summoned up some more of the fake enthusiasm I’d used the last time we’d spoken.

      “Hey Tyrann! Thanks for the purchase. Glad the timing worked out.”

      “I appreciate you keeping up your end of the deal,” Tyrann said. “Bad news, though: your payout’s gonna be a good bit under what we discussed. I just had a buff go live that skims a bit off the top of the cities I’ve converted.”

      I knew full well that that was a lie—the Tithe had always been in place—nor was a fifth what I would call a bit of a skim, but I was curious to see how he’d handle it.

      “I did see that, yeah,” I said. “I was expecting 45 and I picked up 36. That’s a pretty huge hit.”

      “I’ll have somebody hand-deliver another 9 by tomorrow,” he said. “Or if you’d prefer, I could dump double that into some more routes. We’ll have to figure out how the skim affects this partnership in the future, but for now that’s the best I can do.”

      So he was offering a refund for the money he’d already promised me or to sink more money into routes that would further enrich him.

      I cleared my throat.

      “The extra routes would be great, yeah. Unfortunately though, your skim is clocking in at 20% of everything this city makes, and that’s a major issue for me. And it’s not something I’m comfortable sweeping under the rug and figuring out later on. If I’d known that was a possibility, I’d have asked for different terms.”

      “Totally understandable,” he said. “And I wish I’d seen it coming. But I’m not in a position to do much about it right now. It simply is what it is.”

      I bit my tongue. So much for that whole man-of-the-people thing.

      I was tempted to press the issue to see what I could squeeze out of him, but keeping Tyrann close was probably worth letting him think he’d won. Especially when his Tithe was a problem I needed to solve eventually on my own regardless.

      “I see,” I said. “Well, you didn’t know, I guess. Still, I hope you find a way to make it up to me in the near future. Leaves a bit of a bad taste in my mouth, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      “You have my word on that.”

      “Do you have any plans to announce that Tithe buff to the player base?” I said, probing. “Seems like pretty much anyone who took the Merchant Renown path is going to be rather upset when they find out what having their cities converted has really cost them. And the Cult is all about open information, right? Could be a bit of a reputational disaster if that gets out too late.”

      He paused. “Oh, of course. The details will go out with our next update. Quite busy at the moment, though. Birthing a God and all.”

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t surprised he was dragging his feet there. Tithing seemed like the sort of situation where it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      “I see. I guess we’ll just have to keep that between us for now, then.”

      “I’d really appreciate that. Anyway, I just wanted to say thank you for the key and to let you know that Ned was spotted in your neck of the woods.”

      I paused for effect. “Really?”

      “Last seen in Highwater, flying south.”

      “Flying? Is that like fast travel or something?”

      “Drifting’s a better word, actually. He visited a skill trainer to complete his Tier IV change, then she launched him off the side of her tower and he used some kind of slowfall ability to outrun us.”

      I cocked my head, though he couldn’t see me with the video feed blacked out. “Tier IV? You sure about that? I’ve only seen two alerts for his class changes.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” Tyrann said, lying smoothly through his teeth. “You must have missed one of the three, probably happened while you were out of the game. Ned doesn’t seem to sleep.”

      “What level does that put him at?”

      “Thirty-something, by my guess.”

      “Wow. Gotta say, I find it a little weird that he’s so far ahead in Experience but so far behind in Renown.”

      Tyrann hesitated. “True. But if he wants to keep the axe, it makes sense to prioritize leveling.”

      “Yeah, I can see that. But it’d also be quite surprising if he’s already in the thirties.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, I did kill him yesterday. I would have clocked him at around level 10, so 30 feels like a bit of a stretch.”

      Tyrann clicked his tongue, but I pressed on before he could interrupt.

      “That said, I don’t see much point in broadcasting my assumptions. If people think he’s more dangerous than he really is, then that suits me just fine. I’d like to keep this world gunning for him as long as possible. That way, the rest of us can pursue our goals unimpeded.”

      “Well put. I like the way you think.”

      “Glad you agree. How are you doing with the Auction House network? I was happy to see Koria link up with the Vale and Highwater.”

      “It’s a great start. More expensive than I’d realized at first, but it’s worth it. I’ve got three routes heading north from Highwater right now, and I’ve just sent several more Caravans east from Koria.

      “It’s only a matter of time before we hit some high-level areas and can no longer protect them, but for now it seems like pushing it hard is the way to go. You given any thought to spreading our network to the west?”

      So it was our network now, eh? I swallowed my irritation and pressed on.

      “Definitely,” I said. “That’s where the bulk of this gold is going. Might try to push south too, though reaching the other continents is the priority.”

      “Shoot me a message when you’ve made it that far. I’ve been talking with Goon this morning—I assume you’ve heard of them?”

      “Quite a bit, yeah. Sounds like they’ve been busy burning stuff down to the ground.”

      “I’ll say. I don’t love their approach between you and me, but you can’t argue with their results. I’ve had a hard time convincing them of the threat that Ned represents, but I think they’re starting to come around.

      “Anyway, I don’t want to call in any favors from them just yet, but I think if you can get an Auction Node to one of the western continents, they’d be willing to spread it from there if you covered the cost. I can put you in touch with someone when the time comes.”

      “That’d be fantastic. I’ll definitely take you up on that. By the way, what does the key I sold you actually do?”

      He paused again. It was slight, but it seemed like a bit of a tell for when he wasn’t being truthful.

      “I’ve got a quest to retrieve an item under the city, and… What? What is it?”

      I paused. It sounded like he was talking to someone else.

      “You’re kidding. Already? That’s fantastic. Alright Francis, I’ve gotta run.”

      “One last thing,” I said. “Won’t cost you anything. I need water.”

      “Water?”

      “Yeah. Just have some people buy up a ton of water from the vendors out in Koria and throw it up in the Auction House. Maybe mark it up 25% or so from the vendor price to keep your people interested. Sell it as a way to make a couple coins while low level, that sort of thing.”

      “No mark-up needed,” he said. “Between you and me, I get more Faith from bigger cities, so growing the Vale is in my interest too. That’s why I’m still handing out food on my dime. Thanks again, talk soon.”

      He ended the call.

      I rubbed my face, trying to take all of that in.

      “Was he telling the truth about the key?” I said. “He’s after an item?”

      “Can’t comment on that,” Frank said.

      “Figures. He seemed really excited about something there at the end. Kind of hard to worry about that with 38 of his gold in my pocket, but I do wonder if the key moved the timeline up for his God somehow.”

      I leaned up against the tree’s rough bark. “I guess that mob’s probably respawned by now anyway.”

      “Good chance, yeah. And if not by now, then soon.”

      “I think from here we rejoin the guild and—”

      I trailed off as the ground welled up beneath me. I leaped back and Roly crawled up into the courtyard, his head and shoulders bristling with spikes, his cannon pointed menacingly in my direction.

      A note of music sounded from behind me, so I turned to face it just as a spear of energy lanced into the ground in front of me and threw up a wave of dirt.

      I cocked an eyebrow at Lars, who was now standing on the back porch with his flute at the ready.

      Then I realized my illusion was still active.

      I was tempted to drop it immediately, but I kinda felt like having some fun with him, and I hadn’t really had much of a chance to put my new abilities to the test just yet.

      I put my back to Lars and then activated Clonedrift, which launched me backward and caused my illusion to collapse. But at the same time, it left a perfect image of the merchant I’d copied behind.

      I let the drift run until it positioned me directly behind Lars, then I canceled the spell and popped up behind him without making so much as a sound.

      “Who the hell are you?” Lars said. “And how’d you get back here? Hello?”

      “Surprise it’s me Frank!” Frank yelled, at full volume.

      Lars started so hard that his feet actually left the ground.

      “Sorry,” I said, stifling a laugh as he spun on me. “That wasn’t my idea. Although scaring you was definitely where I was going.”

      Lars glanced down at his trousers.

      “Ugh. I nearly peed myself. But I don’t understand. Was that you who ran through the inn?”

      I activated Doppelganger and summoned a copy of myself beside me, then waved at Lars while the copy mimicked me.

      “Lars,” Frank said, “I know what you’re thinking. Two Franks? Could this get any better?”

      Lars squinted between me and the copy. “That is not what I was thinking. There’s no difference whatsoever. How’s this possible?”

      “Another class change,” I said. “I’m a Shadewalker now. Mostly thanks to Frank, who identified Illusion Magic as the most powerful of all skills in the world.”

      “Lies and heresy,” Frank said. “I did nothing of the sort. It was just the least bad option for skulking around without having your yellow belly give you away as you drag it along in the sand.”

      “That’s an image,” I said. I gestured at the tree. “This looks… basically the same. Maybe greener?”

      “Yeah,” Lars said. “Hard to say.”

      “How’s the inn been?”

      “Packed to the brim. We’ve been turning people away nonstop. Couple of new inns popped up recently, but it doesn’t seem to have made much of a difference. Demand is out of control, and it doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. At the same time though… I don’t know. It’s all fine.”

      “Just fine?”

      “It’s hard to explain. It’s the cadence of the thing, you know? It’s just so familiar. I’m out adventuring during the day and I’m getting stronger and I’m making progress, then I’m right back here serving glasses of Firewater.

      “I don’t mind it so much, and it’s good to be able to help ma out. But sometimes I feel like if I keep doing this for long enough, I’m going to fall right back into it and I’m never going to get out.”

      I nodded, because I understood where he was coming from.

      It wasn’t too long ago that I’d been doing something similar, working a job that made me miserable, staring out the window as the days blurred by.

      “Yeah. I see what you mean.” I eyed him, considering. “What if we got you away from the Sands for a little bit?”

      He stood up a little straighter. “Rifts?”

      “Eh, I’ve got something else in mind. When I said away from the Sands, I meant way, way out. How would you feel about doing me a favor?”

      “Go on.”

      “It might be a lot to ask, and no worries if it’s not something you’re interested in—”

      “Yeah yeah,” he said, cutting me off. “What do you need?”

      “I was thinking about putting you in charge of a Caravan. Maybe send you out west.”

      His eyes went wide. “When you say west, do you mean across the ocean?”

      “Yeah, if you’re up for it. I can tell you’ve been itching to get out for a while now. It might not be easy, but—”

      “I’m in,” Lars said. “Just point me in the right direction.”

      “Just like that, huh?” I said, grinning. “And so we turn to our questionably omnipotent guide. Is there a route he should take?”

      “Well, he’s gonna have to find someone who’s been west to hire a Caravan for him,” Frank said. “I’d probably just ask around in the inn and see if anybody here from the Sanguine Port is willing to double back.”

      He dropped his voice. “A little birdie told me that’s the safest route he could take. It’ll keep him in lower-level areas and drop him off at a busy harbor.”

      “Perfect,” I said. “How much is that gonna run me?”

      “2 gold or so for the route, another 20 silver for the trip back.”

      I popped 5 gold coins into my hand and held them out to Lars, palm-up.

      “This way you’ve got some options. I think you’ll probably need to pay somebody to help you out on top of the Caravan fee, and you might want a room at an inn at the other end.”

      He tried to take the coins, but I closed a fist around them.

      “The Sanguine Port,” I said. “Not anywhere else. Then you’ll head back to the Sands, alright?”

      “Deal,” he said.

      “Give your escort a third up front and the rest on arrival. And make sure there are people around when you’re settling up.”

      “I got it, I got it,” Lars said.

      I sighed and opened my hand.

      Lars snatched the coins and ran back up into the inn while Roly burrowed his way back into the ground, leaving churned earth behind.

      “Good luck!” I called after him.

      “Thanks Ned! Won’t let you down!”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Well, that was easy. I really hope that was the right call.”

      “I am the bird,” Frank said.

      “What?”

      “I said a little birdie told me that the Sanguine Port was the safest route. But in reality, I am the bird.”

      I blinked down at him. “I know, Frank. That was abundantly clear.”

      “Just making sure I get the credit I’m due. I hate birds.”

      A scream sounded from the other side of the inn.

      “Pro tip,” Frank said. “You should go find out who’s screaming.”

      I reapplied my Merchant illusion, then dashed through the inn and back outside.

      A line of bodyguards in the colorful cloaks of the Merchant Kings—House Vesuvian’s included—were marching on the Water Tower and the Cultists who were lined up beneath it.

      “What is this?” I said to Frank in a low voice.

      “I think we’re about to find out what happens when you crack a Cultist in half,” he said as the first of the guards reached the Cultists and a series of shouts went up. “At least I hope so.”

      Frank’s enthusiasm was a little disturbing, so I started looking around for a way to help and spotted a city guard nearby who was watching the line march forward with wide eyes.

      I stepped up beside him. “What’s going on?”

      “The Kings are seizing the water,” the guard said. “Apparently somebody’s been selling it on the cheap.”

      “That’s a lie,” I said. “The water’s free.”

      He stared at me for a long moment.

      I popped a unit of water into my hand. “See this? Totally free. Somebody named Francis has been giving it away for a while now. That means the Kings have no right to seize it, correct?”

      One of the Kings’ men shoved a Cultist up against the wall of a building as another kicked a white-garbed NPC in the chest and sent him tumbling backward into the street.

      A sunburned man in rags who was standing behind the Cultists knelt low and scooped a large rock up out of the sand.

      Another man followed suit, and it wasn’t long before a mob of armed villagers stood some twenty paces from the Kings’ forces with improvised projectiles in hand.

      “Well?” I said. “The Kings’ Decree says water can’t be sold and water isn’t being sold, so there’s no problem here. Or am I wrong?”

      The guard shook his head. “Well, no, but the Kings—”

      “Then do your job and run and get Captain Arlann before this turns into a full-blown riot. From the look of things, you have about thirty seconds.”

      The guard gave me a strange look, but he did turn and run off.

      A pot-bellied man dressed in ridiculously ornate robes stomped by me.

      “What are you lot hesitating for? Push them back from the Water Tower and seize it!” Spittle marked the corners of each of his lips, and a little bit of it flew with every word he spoke.

      Then he jabbed a finger at the still-building crowd and the guards who were looking increasingly outnumbered. “Men, push the vermin back!”

      He drew a thin sword from a jewel-encrusted scabbard and waved it at the crowd. “Get back, all of you! The Kings’ Decree forbids the sale of water!”

      I stared at him, amazed by the man’s inability to read a room.

      Or, more accurately, his inability to read the intentions of a group of people who at that moment really, really wanted him dead.

      “That’s gotta be one of the Kings,” I said.

      “House Fellon,” Frank said.

      “Seems like a real charmer.”

      The Kings’ men left the cowering Cultists alone and drew their swords and shields. They formed a line across the street and in front of King Fellon, then marched toward the angry villagers.

      The bodyguards pushed forward, the crowd retreated in response, and for a moment I thought they were going to break and run for it.

      Then a familiar young woman near the front of the line—one of the fishermen I’d rescued during the Head Start—knelt and picked up an especially large chunk of stone.

      She threw it with everything she had, and the rock sailed just over the shield wall and caught one of the Kings’ men on the top of his helmet.

      He dropped to the floor, stunned but likely fine behind his armor.

      A cheer went up, and the rock-throwing began in earnest, a hail of projectiles that saw the once-tight formation buckle and threaten to break as Fellon tried to make himself small behind his men.

      Footfalls, then. The city guard had arrived, with Arlann at the point. The stone-throwing ceased as quickly as it had started, the mob’s anger bleeding away at the sight of a far larger force.

      The King wobbled over to Arlann, already screeching about the water, but the Captain walked right by him and his men did the same, splitting around the King and his men.

      Arlann strode right up to the line of villagers, his sword sitting idly in its sheath, his shield thumping about behind him.

      He had a quick discussion with one of the men near the front lines, then did the same with the woman who had thrown the first rock.

      I slipped in behind the city guards and tried to get close, wanting to catch their conversations, but all I overheard was Arlann saying something like there’s nothing else that needs to be said.

      He called over a trio of his guards and gave them a quick set of orders, and the three men jogged to their respective groups and doled out his instructions.

      One of the three groups filtered away immediately, fanning out through the nearby alleyways, while the second formed up around Fellon and walled him off from the crowd.

      The third group took up loose positions around the Water Tower, with some leaning up against the nearby buildings while others patrolled the street.

      One of the guards helped a Cultist up and gestured at the Water Tower, and the NPC filled two skins with water then took his leave.

      And, just like that, it was over.

      “This is outrageous!” Fellon said. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Arlann sighed and stepped up in front of the King.

      “Captain, if your men are incapable of putting an end to this—”

      Arlann cut him off with a wave of his hand. He loomed over the shorter man, his armor clinking with his every move.

      “What is it that you’d have me put an end to, King?” he said, practically spitting the last word.

      Fellon glared up at him. “Are you not seeing this? Does a mass water sale in broad daylight not meet your standard for a punishable crime?”

      “It would, were it being sold,” Arlann said. “But as far as I can tell, that’s not what’s happening. And I’ve already ordered a group of my men to be doubly sure that no coin is being exchanged.”

      “Our decree plainly states—”

      “That water is not to be sold without your permission,” the Captain said. “I am aware. But the decree says nothing about who’s allowed to give it away.”

      Fellon spat on the ground. “Are you truly that stupid? Do you honestly believe this man—this ghost they call Francis that nobody has ever seen—would simply hand over this much water for goodwill alone?”

      Arlann shrugged. “The city guard is paid to keep the peace. Not to speculate on the whims of its citizens.”

      “You truly are a fool.”

      “It’s only expensive because you three value water over the lives of your citizens,” I piped in, just to fluster him a little further.

      “It’s expensive because it has to be carted across the damn desert!” the King spat.

      “Doesn’t seem like Francis has that problem.”

      “So where’s he bringing it in from, fool?”

      I shrugged. “Who cares how he’s doing it? It’s here, and nobody’s going thirsty. I’d have thought you’d be pleased to see fewer people dying in your streets.” I met his eyes. “Or does your wealth depend on their desperation?”

      The muscles in the King’s jaw flexed. “Hold your tongue. Or I’ll have someone remove it.”

      “That’s quite enough,” Arlann said. “I advise you to return to your home, King. The streets seem calm, but I very much doubt you’re safe here.”

      “You’re truly going to let this offense go unpunished?” he said. “After everything I’ve done for you.”

      Arlann sighed. “There’s nothing to be done. I understand that you’re upset, but there’s no evidence of wrongdoing.”

      “This is going to embolden the entire city to undercut the decree,” Fellon said. “Simply exchange your coin in secret and the guard will stand idly be. No, even better: they’ll make sure that things operate smoothly.”

      “Are you really suggesting that every single poor person in the city magically came into a handful of coins that they all slipped to one guy with nobody noticing?” I forced a laugh. “And you think the Captain’s the fool? Why is it that you can’t seem to wrap your head around the idea of someone wanting to do well by the city instead of profiting through its neglect?”

      Fellon whipped a jeweled sword from his scabbard and stalked toward me, but Arlann stepped between us. “That’s enough.”

      The King sheathed his sword. “No, it isn’t enough, Captain. Fine. Francis can have his little stunt for now, and in the meantime we’ll simply change the decree.”

      He stormed off, his guards falling in behind him with a series of dirty looks directed at me and the Captain. Once the last had disappeared, Arlann looked at me.

      “It seems this peace will be temporary. The Kings will have to go through the proper channels to change the decree, but if they’ve set their mind to doing so then it’s only a matter of time. There’s no one in this city who can throw their weight around quite like them. Or is there?”

      I blinked at him. I still had my illusion rolling, so I wasn’t sure where this was coming from.

      “I’m not sure what you mean, Captain.”

      Arlann’s brown eyes brightened, and a ring of gold flared to life around his pupils. He put a gauntleted hand between my shoulder blades and steered me down the street and toward the guardhouse.

      “Come on, Ned. I think we ought to have a little chat.”
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      Arlann seated himself behind his desk and motioned at a chair in front of it.

      I plopped into it, checked that the door was closed, then canceled my illusion.

      “How did you know?”

      “The moment I saw you there in the street. I’ve got a great deal of experience when it comes to seeing through illusions.”

      I thought of Sarissa. “Fair enough. Thank you for not saying anything.”

      He shrugged. “I never considered it. You’ve always had the best interests of the Vale in mind. The Kings, on the other hand… I’m not surprised that they’re putting up a fight, but I wouldn’t have thought Fellon would go so far as to try to seize someone else’s water in the middle of the day.”

      “I’m not. Not in the slightest, actually.”

      “No?”

      I shook my head. “These guys have had a stranglehold on this city for years and they can feel their grip slipping away. And that’s making them desperate.”

      Arlann rubbed his temples. “The fools. Portals are opening up all across the Sands and that damn Cathedral has nearly finished building itself, and who knows what that means. Yet all they care about is their own bottom line.

      “It’s like they have blinders on. We may very well need the people of the Vale to take up arms to defend it in the coming days. And that will be impossible if the entire city is hungry and dehydrated to the point that they can’t even stand, let alone hold a weapon.”

      “The incompetence is pretty galling,” I said. “I mean, imagine having that large of a market all to yourself for years—even decades—and not doing anything to address what happens if any one link in the chain snaps.

      “They’ve got no plan, nothing. All they know how to do is to shake people down for something they can’t live without.”

      “Can I speak plainly?” Arlann said.

      “Of course.”

      “I know this is wrong of me to say, but I was relieved when Vesuvian died. I hoped that things would somehow get better, and though the city’s grown, if the Kings get their way as they always have, I imagine that life here will only get harder in the coming days.

      “I fear that something terrible is coming as well.” He gestured at the window, in the direction of the Cathedral. “Perhaps it’s already arrived. I’ve kept a close eye on that structure since the portal above it first started. But my men are growing complacent.”

      I pulled up my Rift Map and checked the Cathedral completion rates. The Sands Cathedral had inched up to 62%, while Tyrann’s was at 72% and the trio out west were at various points between.

      I liked Arlann—and I wanted to help him out if I could—but I wanted to get back to Rifting with the guild.

      “I think we’ve still got a bit of time before the Cathedral finishes,” I said. “What do you need from me in the meantime?”

      “I don’t even know. I suppose I could use a meeting with this Francis character, but I’m not sure how you’d set that up. I don’t like knowing that someone I’ve never met is gaining influence at the rate he’s going. Nor I do I enjoy guessing at his intentions.”

      I licked my lips, considering what to tell him.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “What do you want for the Vale, Arlann?”

      He looked up at me.

      “Truly? Everything. Funds to expand the wall, the ability to feed and clothe everyone who comes to us. But right now? I’d settle for a ruler who wasn’t totally incompetent.”

      I thought that over. The truth of the matter was that Arlann had always been a solid ally, even when he wasn’t aware we were on the same team.

      And more than anything else, it did seem like he wanted the best for this city.

      I wasn’t about to tell him everything—I doubted he’d approve of me keeping Vesuvian prisoner, even if he was living a pretty plush life as far as prisoners went—but I needed people I could trust.

      Especially people who had control of a small army.

      I bent down beneath the desk where Arlann wouldn’t be able to see me and pretended to tie my boots. I dropped my voice. “Can I trust Arlann with the Francis thing?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “Your reputation with him is super high, it’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks.” I sat up straight and looked Arlann in the eye. “I want your word that what I’m about to tell you stays between us.”

      “No need to ask,” he said.

      “Alright. Then you’ve got your meeting.”

      He blinked. “You really think you can set that up?”

      “I just did.”

      I stood up and extended a hand across the desk, and Arlann shook it, though it seemed more of a reflex than anything else.

      “Francis. Nice to meet you.” I plopped back into my seat and leaned back.

      He stared at me, and for a long moment I was worried about how he’d react. Then he laughed, a booming sound that carried far more mirth than I’d heard him express to date.

      “You’re Francis?” he said. “Truly?”

      “Truly,” I said. “In so much as he exists, anyway.”

      “The Black Sand Baron in the flesh. Who’d have thought.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that. “The what?”

      “That’s what the people of the city have taken to calling him. Or rather, that’s what they’re calling you.”

      “Interesting.”

      “That is certainly a weight off my shoulders.” He clasped his fingers and leaned forward. “What are your plans, then? Are you really giving the water away?”

      “I am. And I’m going to keep giving away until it’s no longer a commodity. Until it’s no longer something people have to think about.”

      “But how?”

      “With the Auction House finished, we’re already nearly there. Trade’s about to go global, whether the Kings like it or not. And that little spectacle back at the Water Tower was everything I needed to understand what needs to happen next.”

      The Captain sighed. “The Vale is about to become a battleground, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all,” I said. “The Kings might not realize it, but they’ve already lost the war. They got complacent and failed to adapt, and now they’ve got nowhere to turn.”

      “Certainly, but that makes them dangerous. And with the Rifts and whatever else is coming our way, I can’t afford to fight on two fronts.”

      I smiled, recognizing an opening. Like Arlann, the last thing I needed was to be constantly feuding with those idiots who called themselves Kings.

      “What if I got rid of the Kings for good? That would let you focus the entirety of the guards’ attention on the city itself. Man the walls, patrol the outskirts.” I rolled my shoulders. “All without having to worry about enforcing whatever insane decree they come up with next.”

      He sighed. “I’m afraid there isn’t time for that. No matter how much influence you’ve gained with Highwater—or even the Queen herself—the politics of the thing will take too long to sort out.”

      “I’m not speaking politically, Captain.”

      He shifted, obviously uncomfortable. “What… what is it that you have in mind?”

      “The problem simply vanishes.”

      “The Kings can’t disappear,” he said. “Not only would that run against everything I stand for, but the Queen would simply replace them. And with our luck, we very well may end up with someone equally cruel but far more competent.”

      “Is there a body count that you have in mind before you’d be willing to act?”

      He flinched at that, so I met his eyes and pressed the advantage.

      “How many people have died on their watch? How many more will die because you’re unable to guard the walls while you’re forced to protect their pocketbooks?

      “What I’m asking, Captain—and with all due respect—is whether there is really no scenario where it becomes enough? There has to be a point where your obligation to the city outstrips your duty to the Kings.”

      “Heh,” Frank said, his voice low. “Duty.”

      I glared down at him.

      “My bad.”

      Arlann dropped his head into his hands. “I wish it were that simple. But look: even if I declared martial law and exiled the Kings, we’d simply be creating a power struggle for the Vale.”

      “The devils you know, eh?”

      He nodded. “The devils we know. Francis is promising. But a name isn’t nearly enough to allow him to step into the power vacuum the Kings’ disappearance would create.”

      I rapped my fingers against his desk, thinking of Vesuvian.

      “Let’s say I had a way to remove the Kings without destabilizing the city. They don’t vanish in the night. They simply pack their things and leave, and the Queen is happy about it. What would you say to that?”

      “I’d call you a wizard.” He eyed my weapons. “More of a wizard, anyway.”

      “I think I’ve got something that’ll cover all your bases. In the meantime, can you continue to spare a few men for the Water Tower? At least until the Kings change the decree.”

      He inclined his head. “I can definitely do that.”

      I stood up, and he did the same. “Great. I’ll be in touch, and I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      “Please do,” he said. “And thank you for trusting me.”

      I shook his hand and reapplied my illusion, then headed back out into the city. I wanted to get a good look at the Red Cathedral before I met back up with Darling, so I started up the stairs behind the guardhouse.

      “You know what we gotta do now, right Frank?”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “We’re going to go make the Kings dead right now in the middle of the day.”

      “What? No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Were you not listening to that entire conversation?”

      “I was listening to the part about duty.”

      “Yeah. That was terrible.” I reached the top of the wall and stepped between two crenels, then gasped at the sight beyond.

      The Cathedral was still under construction, but it had come a long, long way from the scarlet foundations I’d seen before.

      The building was massive, a gothic structure made of red stone with multiple wings and three great spires that reached high into the air.

      And though some of the walls and most of the high ceiling were incomplete, I could already picture the finished Cathedral looming atop the dark dune, as imposing as it was beautiful.

      The horizontal rift I’d seen earlier was still above the structure—and bricks were still flying down out of it and slamming into place—but it had grown far larger and was spinning at an astonishing rate.

      “So are we gonna kill the Kings or not?” Frank said.

      I paused and scratched my chin. I was planning to pull off something more elegant than that, but this seemed like a good opportunity to have a bit of fun at Frank’s expense, and I wasn’t about to pass that up.

      “Even better, Frank. We’re going to hire someone to kill them.”

      “What? Why would we do that?”

      “Because we don’t need to kill people anymore. Now that we’ve got an Auction House network up and running, we can pay people to do our dirty work.” I spread my fingers out in front of me as if I were admiring my nails. “We’ll never have to get blood on our hands ever again.”

      “But I like getting blood on me. That’s one of my favorite things.”

      “I’m afraid those days have passed, Frank. We’re businessmen now.”

      “Those days never existed and you know it.”

      “You’re getting pretty worked up down there, huh? You starting to sweat? I know how you feel about sweat, and you seem kinda sweaty from where I’m standing.”

      “Of course I’m getting worked up. Pay people to do your killing. Unbelievable. What’re you gonna do next, give the moon a chance to defend itself?”

      I suppressed a smile. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. I think we’ve been a little hasty in our judgments thus far when it comes to the moon.”

      Frank growled. “Too far. Way, way too far.”

      I tried to stifle a laugh but didn’t quite pull it off.

      “Ugh. You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      “Yep,” I said. “Totally doing that.”

      “Oh thank God.”

      “Yeah. I mean, we do need to be strategic about what we do with the Kings, but one way or another, I’m gonna enjoy throttling those assholes.”

      Frank winced.

      “What is it now?”

      “I was about to dock you 10 Frank points for trolling me, but now I feel obligated to award you 12 for that turn of phrase for a net gain of 2.”

      “What?”

      “Throttling. I’m not repeating the rest. But it was gross and I loved it.”

      I shaded my eyes and peered out across the sands. “So what am I on now when it comes to Frank points?”

      “You know I don’t keep track of these things.”

      “And I still think that’s bizarre, but okay. What does your gut feeling put me on?”

      “I dunno. Call it 20?”

      “20, huh. Solid.”

      It felt kind of ridiculous to be proud of that, but I couldn’t help it—it felt surprisingly good to be moving up in Frank’s estimation, even if his estimation was wildly inconsistent and made no sense whatsoever.

      I took one last look at the Cathedral, then headed down the stairs and back into the streets. With Frank’s assistance, I negotiated my way through the city to meet up with a Rift Gem vendor, a man in loose red robes who was standing on a street corner shouting incomprehensibly about something named Chance’s Herald.

      I paused across the street and gave him a moment to see if he’d elaborate and say anything useful, but the bulk of his speech was hoarse-voiced screaming.

      “Chance’s Herald?” I said to Frank. “You got anything on that for me?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Figures.”

      I stepped up to the strange man—he had half a head of snow-white hair, and his eyes were bloodshot—and opened up the Vendor Menu.

      He didn’t have much on offer: some red, ceremonial robes that didn’t have any stats plus the Gear Tokens that Frank had mentioned earlier.

      
        
        D-grade Rift Token (Chest)

        Use: Creates a class-appropriate level 10 D-grade item. All created items are of Uncommon quality and are created at the lowest possible Item Level for their Grade. Created items may not be traded.

        Cost: 50 Rift Gems

      

      

      I eyed the other Tokens, which had similar descriptions but were much more costly: a C-grade Token would run me 200 gems, while an S-grade Token was clocking in at a hefty 5000.

      And there were weapon Tokens as well, but those cost twice as much as an armor Token of the same tier.

      “I assume higher level Rifts award more gems, right?” I said.

      “Yep,” Frank said.

      I crossed my arms, thinking.

      I was still using a couple of E-grade items, but I was mostly looking toward the future; my daily Renown payouts were going to be scaling up in a major way soon, and it seemed reasonable to assume that I might be able to hit 20 in a couple of days and switch right into C-grade.

      And after the power spike I’d gained when upgrading to D-Grade at 10? Dinging 20 only to equip a brand-new C-grade weapon on the spot—or even two new weapons—was very tempting.

      Still, I scoped out the E-grade stuff I wasn’t currently using just to be safe. Most of it had a fairly high Item Level and my gloves were Rare, so I didn’t really see the point in burning most of my gems for a few extra stat points when the Rifts would probably be awarding awesome gear.

      I stepped away from the vendor and was about to message Darling when the noises of the city—the murmur of conversation, the rhythm of feet on cobbles—all quieted at once.

      And as if on cue, every NPC nearby looked east toward the ocean at the same moment.

      My stomach dropped out as the horizon brightened with golden light.

      “That’s a Ripple, isn’t it?”

      “Big one, yeah,” Frank said.

      
        
        Major Ripple Alert! {The Cult of Information} has birthed their God, and a new Minor Deity now stalks the lands of EBO!

        Beware: If the {Cult of Information} is allowed to gather what Faith they require, their God may become a permanent fixture within the world.

      

      

      The notification stopped me in my tracks.

      “Permanent?”

      “It means it won’t go away,” Frank said.

      I reread the prompt, then reread it again. “Meaning we can’t kill it?”

      “If you let it become permanent, then no. As with all things, the sooner you kill it, the better. I would have mentioned it earlier, but my metaphorical lips were sealed.”

      I sighed. “Of all the possible moments.”

      “I didn’t exactly pick it.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I rubbed my face. “So we handed that key over and not even a half-hour later his God steps into the world, eh? It’s gotta be safe to say that that helped him out.”

      “Tried to warn you there,” Frank said. “I said he needed to convert Capitals and finish quests, remember? Key was a quest item. But that was the closest I could get, and it wasn’t hugely responsible for anything. Just pushed him over the top.”

      “Oh, it’s all good. He would have gotten it anyway—I’m happy with what we got in exchange. I just wish the timing wasn’t so bad. How long’s it going to take before that thing turns permanent?”

      “It needs to become a Major Deity. I can’t share how…” he trailed off, buzzing. Then buzzed again. “Bleh. Stupid dad, stupid restrictions. Who comes up with the name Axe of Unbridled Knowledge then turns around and bridles the crap out of it?”

      I laughed, despite everything.

      “I can’t give you much of an estimate because you’d have to know just how big his Faith empire is to calculate it,” Frank said. “But if I were you, I’d be concerned.”

      “I thought so. But sailing for that blockade means losing a whole day of progress on the Rifts and likely a war, even if we succeeded. I can’t ask the guild to do that. That’s way too much.”

      A line of red shimmered on the horizon and, moments later, a crimson Ripple raced in from across the ocean and crashed over the Vale.

      “You gotta be kidding me right now,” I said.

      
        
        Worldbreak Event Alert! The Speed of Change: Bridges to a New Reality (Phase II)

      

        

      
        Citizens of EBO! Your appetite for change has vastly outpaced your instinct for self-preservation: of the 500,000 Rifts needed to gain access to the many wonders of the Red Armory, only 110,018 were completed!

        The die has been cast, and the terms of the coming engagement have been set in stone: this war will be fought on your lands, in your city streets, between your very homes.

        Across every zone in EBO, just outside your capital cities and in the vast shadow of one of the Possibility King’s many Red Cathedrals, a new, more dangerous Rift has appeared: the Bridge Rift.

        This is a call to arms: enter these deadly, 20-man Rifts and defeat the Possibility King’s Herald, or risk the wrath of his army.

        And for the bravest and strongest amongst you, know this: the first Guild and accompanying players to defeat {Chance’s Herald} will be granted 72 hours of exclusive, unlimited access to the {Hall of Rifts}.

        But if {Chance’s Herald} hasn’t been defeated within 3 hours, the Possibility King’s forces will spill out of the Bridge Rifts and into the world well ahead of his arrival.

        And the consequences will be dire for NPCs and players alike.

      

      

      I read the prompt twice in quick succession, skin prickling all over.

      If the next phase was starting when the players had completed less than a quarter of the Rifts we needed to gain access to the Red Armory, that meant we hadn’t even been remotely close to achieving that feat.

      I opened up my Rift Map thinking that Tyrann’s Cathedral had completed—that that was what had triggered the second phase of the event—but while that wasn’t the case, its completion rate had jumped to 84%.

      Which meant that the latest massive Ripple had definitely accelerated its construction. So maybe the first finished Cathedral would mark the start of the third phase?

      And if so, what would happen to the zone that finished first?

      “Hey, elf boy,” Frank said. “Stop being ponderous and look at me.”

      I tore my eyes away from the prompt and glanced down at him. “Yeah?”

      “You need this.”

      “Yeah, clearly.”

      I went to send Darling a message about the event, but she beat me to it; she and the group had bailed on their current Rift and were picking up a few more members—plus me if I wanted in—as they headed for the Bridge Rift.

      I thought about that for all of two seconds—of the risks that bringing in a raid full of group members would really entail—before making up my mind and replying that I was a hundred percent in.

      I was sick of weighing up the positives and the negatives, and I trusted the core of the guild completely.

      And for now, that was enough.

      I started writing up a longer message to Darling about how we might prepare, but Frank interrupted me before I could finish it.

      “No, look at me again.”

      I did.

      “You need this like you need a spine. Do you get me?”

      I stared at him, brows furrowed.

      “You need this like I need Darling. No, like Darling needs me. No, like everyone needs me.”

      “I’m not sure what you’re trying to get across. I’m already on it.”

      “I can’t be any clearer,” Frank said. “You need this.”

      I paused, mid-message once again.

      “Wait, are you talking about the Hall of Rifts? Are you saying we need that?”

      “I can’t be any clearer,” Frank repeated, slowly.

      That sounded like a yes to me.

      “Alright then. Go big or go home, yeah?”

      “If it were me, I’d be going giant metaphorical balls to the wall. Hopefully that answers your question. If not, I can get considerably more graphic.”

      “Nope, loud and clear.”

      I messaged Darling to see if she had a full twenty who had at least a little bit of D-grade equipped, and thankfully she did.

      That meant House was likely out of the Raid owing to her lower level, so I sent her a message as well to let her know. She replied instantly that she was fine with missing out because her cat was very sleepy despite not doing anything at all and it was currently napping in her lap in the Stronghold and she was afraid to move.

      Which was fair, and probably for the best.

      I told Darling about the prices I’d seen at the gem vendor in case people wanted to gear up on their way to the Rift and offered her my gems as well, thinking they would be better used gearing up Ton and Jukes and maybe Zoe rather than slightly increasing my damage.

      They didn’t need the tip or my gems, though: thanks to Frank’s earlier advice, the guild had been pooling gems to get their tanks and healers set up for quite a while now, and both Jukes and Ton were already sporting full sets of D-grade plus plenty of quality drops from the Rifts they’d been grinding.

      She sent me a party invite that I accepted, then she converted it to a raid and started piling people into different groups and getting everyone organized.

      So with that handled, and with the urgency of the situation weighing heavier with every passing moment, I turned and sprinted flat out for the Auction House.

      “I’m gonna make you thank me when this is over,” Frank said. “Like a lot. A whole lot.”

      I ran around a player who was using a tractor to drag trade packs, then threaded the gap between two Cultists dressed in white.

      “How is it that you can make anything sound creepy?”

      “I’m gonna make you thank me until we’re both uncomfortable with the situation. Then I’m gonna make you do it again. And you know what the best part is?”

      “What?”

      “If this works, you’re gonna do it. You’re gonna do it real good.”

      “Yikes, man. Rein it in.”

      I dashed into the Auction House and pulled up the buy menu, then filtered it by consumables.

      And promptly bought everything in sight.

      There still wasn’t a ton of stuff available, but I cleaned the whole section out: the precious few Health and Mana potions that were for sale, Elixirs that would offer minor stat boosts for an hour, Sharpening Stones for weapons, everything I could get my hands on.

      I even managed to scoop an Elixir for myself that would reduce my Threat Generation by 20%. It wasn’t a huge amount, but I wanted us to have every single edge we could possibly get.

      All in all it ran me nearly 20 gold, and while some of the stuff was deposited into my inventory almost instantly—probably the items that had been placed directly into the Vale’s Auction House—I got a prompt that said I’d receive my other items once they arrived.

      That wasn’t ideal, but it was fine: if things went badly in the Rift, I could just run back to the Vale, and at the very least, nobody else would be buying consumables on my network.

      Especially Tyrann. I might not have had any idea about what kinds of consequences we would be looking at if we let his Cathedral finish first, but I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      I skimmed the gear section as well, looking for D-grade but finding none, and did the same thing with Soul Gems to a similar result. Thankfully, I still had a good number of those in reserve in case more recipes dropped or if I needed to change things up from my current loadout.

      Then I bolted back out of the building, dashed back to the Rift Vendor, and completed my set of D-grade by picking up three new pieces of gear.

      The upgrades weren’t incredible, but all three of them offered increased Chance to Hit, and at this point every stat bonus I picked up could be the one that made the difference in the end.

      
        
        {Rift Novice’s Hood}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Head

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +5 Intelligence, +4 Dexterity, +3 Constitution

        Secondaries: +1% Chance to Hit

        Armor: +7%

      

        

      
        {Rift Novice’s Amulet}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Neck

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +6 Intelligence, +5 Constitution

        Secondaries: +1% Chance to Hit

        Magical Resistance: +16%

      

        

      
        {Rift Novice’s Gloves}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 30

        Slot: Hands

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +5 Intelligence, +2 Dexterity, +2 Constitution

        Secondaries: +1% Chance to Hit

        Armor: +4%

      

      

      Finally, as prepared as I could be, I mounted up and headed for the Rift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I crested a dune and a Red Cathedral popped into view beneath me. The Bridge Rift was visible as well, a massive, deep red portal that was spinning clockwise about a hundred feet in front of the Cathedral.

      I spotted some movement on my mini map—it looked like Darling, Rock, and Nina were heading my way while the bulk of the guild was swarming in from the Vale—so I killed my bike atop the dune and waited for them to arrive.

      And it wasn’t long before a coppery dune buggy aired off the backside of the dune and nearly smashed me and my bike into the ground.

      It touched down a few feet to my left and skidded sideways, wheels kicking up twin jets of sand before it bounced to a stop.

      Darling and Nina hopped out right away, both of them laughing while Rock jumped out of the back, looking pale and decidedly nauseous.

      He desummoned the vehicle while the other two headed over.

      Nina drew a knife and pointed it at me. “Who’s this guy and why is he in front of our Rift?”

      Darling shrugged, then tapped a menu and frowned. “Am I seeing this correctly? I’m looking at my map, and…”

      “Huh,” Nina said.

      I cracked a grin, knowing my illusion was still in effect.

      My guess was that they were seeing me on the mini map, but the person in front of them didn’t match up.

      “Don’t recognize me?”

      “Hi Darling,” Frank said. “It’s me, Frank. I apologize for my current lack of visibility. I imagine that’s going to be terribly hard for you, and I’m willing to go halfsies on grief counseling if needed.”

      Darling’s eyes went wide, which was deeply satisfying.

      “No way!”

      “Way,” I said.

      “Don’t fret, we’ll get through this together,” Frank said.

      Nina walked right up to me and poked me in the forehead, hard.

      “Ow.”

      “You’re lucky she didn’t use a knife,” Darling said.

      “I considered it,” Nina said. “That’s weird though. You just went and got a whole new face, huh?”

      “You’ve seen Ned,” Frank said. “Tell me you wouldn’t do the same if you had a mug like that. All dark and whiny-looking.”

      “Whiny-looking?” I said. “How does someone look whiny?”

      “Always wondered,” Frank said, “then I saw your face. Now I’m a believer.”

      “That’s seriously awesome for what we’re up against,” Darling said. “Means we don’t even need to worry about being seen going into the Rift together.”

      “Yup,” I said. “It’s got some limitations and it’s not perfect, but I couldn’t be happier with it.” I glanced down at Frank. “And to be fair, our resident axe deserves most of the credit.”

      “One hundred percent of the credit,” Frank corrected.

      “Sure, all of the credit,” I said. “Whatever. You got room for one more in that buggy? We might as well head in early and get a look around while the rest of the guild heads this way.”

      “Yup,” Darling said. “So long as you don’t mind standing in the back with Rock.”

      “Not at all,” I said.

      Rock resummoned it and climbed into the back, so I hopped up next to him while Darling jumped into the passenger side.

      Nina hopped into the driver’s seat and craned her neck around. “Sorry about almost running you over before. Do you get motion sick?”

      “Uh,” I said. “It’s fine, and no?”

      Nina revved the engine. “Challenge accepted.”

      “Really?” Darling said.

      “What?” Nina said. “A big event pops up and I’m supposed to stop having fun?”

      “You should really let me drive,” Darling said. “Way fewer people would throw up.”

      “Probably,” Nina said as the buggy kicked up a huge cloud of sand before plunging down the dune and toward the Bridge Rift. “But I won’t go to jail here if I hit someone with my car, so I’m going to take advantage of that while I can.”

      “That statement raises a lot of questions,” I said.

      “You probably wanna hold on,” Darling said. “Nina’s already thrown Rock out of this thing twice.”

      The big man pushed three fingers between the front seats and waved them in front of Darling’s face.

      “Sorry,” Darling said. “Correction: she’s thrown him out three times.”

      I laughed and got a firmer grip on the roll cage just before Nina swerved hard to the left for no discernable reason and nearly sent us flipping sideways down the dune.

      “Are you trying to get us killed?” Darling said.

      “I just wanna see it roll once,” Nina said. “We have a cage for a reason, right?”

      “We don’t have seatbelts,” Darling said. “The cage isn’t going to do anything.”

      “We are literally immortal,” Nina countered.

      Thankfully there was no rolling, and the rest of the ride went smoothly enough and ended with everybody climbing out in one piece in front of the huge Rift.

      I pointed a gun at the spinning portal, through which an imposing castle was visible, its many towers and crenels wavering as if with heat.

      “Shall we?”

      Darling took two steps toward the portal, then launched herself through it.

      “Guess that answers that.”

      I jumped in after her.

      

      You have entered a {Bridge Rift}!

      All Death Penalties are being suppressed by 60%!

      

      I landed beside Darling atop a tall pillar of dark stone that was about ten feet across. An ocean of lava seethed and bubbled some twenty feet beneath us, dark skin occasionally giving way to explosions of color and heat.

      The lava was flowing directly toward the dark castle I’d seen wavering in the portal—the castle itself was a couple of hundred yards off—and the vast stretch of liquid fire was dotted with precarious-looking pillars that were far smaller than the one we’d landed on.

      There were dozens of them in all, and they were arranged in horizontal rows that were spaced about ten feet apart.

      The rows had a good bit of variance, though: some had as many as six pillars arranged in a neat line that we could presumably jump to, while some of the more distant rows had three or two or even a single pillar, which looked as if it would make for a serious choke point.

      The sky was full of smoke, and the little light that made it through was colored crimson, as if a wildfire was burning nearby.

      I pointed at the many pillars.

      “Looks like we’ve got ourselves some platforms to jump. And the floor is lava. It’s like being a kid all over again.”

      “For sure,” Darling said. “What do you think of that prompt? Reduced death penalties?”

      “Makes me think Kline is expecting us to die.”

      “Kline?” Darling said.

      “Worst dad ever,” Frank said. I felt him squint beside me. “I wonder if I can get that on a mug.”

      “I can swing that and send it to his office,” I said. “Plus Father’s Day is coming up.”

      “Eh. Feels too much like a desperate cry for attention.”

      “Wonder what he’s doing right now.”

      “Probably off in some dumb field getting milked,” Frank said.

      I snorted.

      “Milked?” Darling said.

      “Long story,” I said.

      “And even longer nipples,” Frank added.

      “But rest assured that it’s not sexual,” I said. “Just very weird.”

      “I’m kinda concerned that you felt you needed to specify that,” Darling said.

      “It was necessary,” Frank said.

      “Frank can regale you with the tale once we’ve finished whatever this is. Better move forward a bit before people start piling in. Don’t want this first pillar getting overcrowded.”

      I kicked a rock over the edge and watched it burst into flames well before it reached the lava. “Bad way to go.”

      Nina and Rock popped through just then, as if to punctuate the point.

      “Oh,” Nina said. “It is ridiculously hot in here and I don’t like it.”

      “It’s probably just me,” Frank said.

      “I promise you that it’s not,” I said.

      Darling smirked. “I’ll send word to the rest of the crew to filter in slow. You think it’s safe to move forward?”

      “A little bit,” I said. “There’s gotta be enough room to get twenty people settled in and organized.”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “First two rows of pillars won’t do anything. Not part of the encounter.”

      I backed up a few steps, got a running start, then jumped the ten-foot gap to one of the next pillars.

      I’d half expected it to shiver and then collapse beneath me while Frank laughed at my hip, but it held firm, so I leaped onto the next one.

      Which caused a series of red, floating portals to blink into existence on both sides of the pillars, and the Rifts extended all the way to the castle’s slate gray walls.

      I tensed and drew my weapons, waiting for an army to come pouring out and promptly end me, but the portals just shimmered and spun.

      “So no further?” I said.

      “Nope,” Frank said.

      I made some room for the three guild members, and they joined me on the same pillar.

      “It’d be a real shame if our illustrious guide messed up and accidentally let us know what this encounter was all about,” Darling said. “I know I’d personally be overcome with gratitude.”

      “Oh man,” Frank said. “It’s way less fun to be on the receiving end when it comes to torture, huh?”

      “That’s kind of the idea,” I said.

      “It was worth a shot,” Darling said.

      “It’s about… uh… not falling into the lava,” Frank said.

      “You don’t say,” Nina said.

      “If you don’t like my information, you really ought to be blaming Ned. He’s the one I’m level-gated by.”

      “True,” Darling said.

      “That does help,” Nina said.

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “Works pretty well for everything. I blame him for stuff all the time.”

      “While claiming credit for the things that do work,” I said.

      “Well, yeah. I’m your guide. That’s the deal.”

      “Anyway,” I said. “Anybody think they could make the leap and jump into one of those portals if they needed to?”

      “Not me,” Nina said.

      “Maybe?” Darling said. “I kinda doubt it.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I might be able to if I popped everything, but even that would be a stretch.”

      A trade window from Darling suddenly appeared, and she slammed a massive amount of Soul Gems into it and hit confirm. “Sorry, meant to give you these earlier in the rush to reach the Rift.

      “Had a bunch left over from when we made the buggy. That was House, by the way. She recently picked up a Renown buff that lets her convert skill ups into Experience, so we’ve been feeding her a bunch.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s awesome. I got a little something for you guys too.”

      “You really don’t need to…” Darling’s voice trailed off as I filled my side of the trade window up with the consumables I’d purchased. “Holy crap. Where’d you get all this?”

      “Auction House,” I said.

      “How much was this?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “20 gold coins,” Frank said.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said. “I have… almost 1?”

      I rolled my eyes at Frank. “Really? Whose side are you on?”

      “Is that a serious question?”

      “Huh. Yeah, no. You really don’t need to answer that. I’m not sure why I ever asked. Darling, can you hit confirm? I’ve got more stuff but the window’s full.”

      She did, so I threw another window her way and packed that one too, then did the same thing a third time, though I kept that Threat-reducing Elixir for myself and went ahead and used it.

      “I thought the tanks could use the Health potions and the Healers could use the Mana ones,” I said. “They’re not strong, there weren’t many available, and they’re on 3-minute cooldowns, but every little bit helps.”

      “I’ll say,” Darling said. “Alright, I gotta go through this and figure out who’s getting what.” She dropped onto one knee and started tapping at the air.

      With a new hoard of gems in hand, I plopped down next to her and opened up my crafting menu.

      I was happy with my current Rune setup—I could pierce with my pistols as well as my blunderbuss and also had the ability to freeze mobs in place—but I really wanted to see if I could unlock a new Rune that might change the tide.

      And that meant skilling up.

      I pulled up the Rune of the Caustic Raven that I’d unlocked earlier.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Caustic Raven} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Your Ravenblast now deals Acid Damage, and each successful cast applies a stack of {Corrosion}, reducing the enemy’s Armor by 0.5%. This effect stacks up to 10 times.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I was pretty positive I’d be using one of those on boss fights to keep the Armor debuff rolling for everyone else, so I went ahead and crafted one up, which bumped my Soulsmith profession to 69 and unlocked another recipe.

      Unfortunately though, the Rune wasn’t going to do us any favors in the Rift.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Charging Clone} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        The Clone left behind by your {Clonedrift} ability now charges your most recent target and explodes on contact, stunning all targets within 8 yards for 3 seconds.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I was excited about the Rune, especially when it came to soloing and PVP in general, but the timing wasn’t great.

      But I wanted another skill up and creating another Caustic Rune would only offer 2 skill points at my current level, so I made a Clonedrift Rune and dropped it right into my inventory for later.

      And that brought me to 74 and unlocked another rune that likely represented the end of my skill ups for now.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Bountiful Harvests} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Killing an enemy with {Dark Harvest} instantly refunds 33% of your maximum Health. This ability has a 5-second internal cooldown.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Large Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      I sighed—that wasn’t at all what I’d been hoping for. I went ahead and made a few more Runes in quick succession purely for flexibility going forward: two Firebirds, two Shattering, and two Rapid Bindings, which pushed me to 84 skill before all of my recipes grayed out aside from my latest one.

      I left my current Rune setup as it was, not wanting to guess at what we were up against and figuring that I could change on the fly if needed.

      Murmurs of conversation had been building for quite a while behind me, and I stood up to find that ten more people had joined us, most of whom had spread out across the second row of pillars.

      Jukes and Ton stood near the front of the group, scanning the many pillars and the fiery ocean below.

      Both of their loadouts looked pretty impressive: Jukes’ leather armor had a subtle blue glow about it, and he’d upgraded to a thick staff capped with icy globes.

      Ton was easily twice his size, encased in hulking black armor with red accents, and he wielded a tower shield and morning star that matched.

      A few more people piled in through the Rift, and as the last one jumped through, all the raid windows lit up, meaning we were finally good to go.

      Darling cleared her throat, and the general conversation died out completely.

      “Alright, groups should be set. If I handed you a consumable, go ahead and pop it. You can thank Ned for whatever it is once we’re done here.

      “We’re gonna move forward with these groups for now but things might change quickly so pay attention to your numbers for call outs. Let’s—”

      
        
        World Alert: The Guild {Corruptia} has cleared the {Path of Burning Daggers} encounter within the {Bridge Rift}! Two encounters remain!

      

      

      “Wait, what?” Darling said. “No way! That’s not possible. We headed here right away.”

      “Means it’s probably a short encounter,” I said, though I felt the same way. But the last thing we needed was to crush the group’s morale before the first fight. “That and somebody else probably had a group closer to the Rift.”

      Darling bit her bottom lip.

      “Whatever,” I said with a level of calm that I didn’t possess, because we hadn’t even started and I could already feel the Hall of Rifts and whatever advantages came with it slipping away. But I pressed on. “Nobody ever remembers the guild that dropped the first boss in a raid, right? The last boss is all that matters, and now we know there are three of them, and we need to make short work of the next one.”

      Darling nodded. “Yeah. Alright, time’s up—let’s do this!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ton and Jukes moved to the front of the group while everybody else formed up on the row of pillars immediately behind them, and Jukes kicked off the engagement by hopping onto the next row.

      The spinning portals to either side of the pillars flared, and I glimpsed long, thin shadows moving within them.

      “We’ve got incoming,” I said, sweeping my weapons up and down the line of Rifts to my right. “From the portals.”

      Then a massive, batlike creature flew out of a Rift to my right and placed itself between us and the castle, leathery wings beating at the air.

      The creature was maybe 15 feet tall with a wingspan that was easily double that, and its talons were glowing the same orange shade as the lava beneath.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Lava Rider} (Level 12 Beast) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 180,000/180,000

        MP: 100,000/100,000

      

      

      “Could be worse,” Darling said. “Maybe?”

      “Annnd we’re jinxed,” Nina said.

      “If somebody’s already finished this encounter then we don’t need to kill that thing,” I said. “That or there’s a trick to the fight that ends it quickly.”

      “Agreed,” Darling said, then addressed the group. “Keep your eyes open for shortcuts or weak points!”

      The mob raised its chin and sniffed the air. It shrieked twice in quick succession, a strange, guttural sound, then spread its wings and shot high into the air, disappearing into the smoke-filled sky.

      Shadows moved within the portals once again, then countless smaller bats poured out of them, long-eared creatures with glowing talons and oversized eyes.

      
        
        {Blind Firebat} (Level 11 Beast)

        HP: 1,000/1,000

        MP: 1,000/1,000

      

      

      The bats returned their leader’s odd shriek and swarmed high above us, well out of my pistols’ range.

      The beating of wings grew louder and louder as more bats poured from the portals, and the guild gazed up at the increasingly bat-filled sky, unsure of what to make of it all.

      High above, the Lava Rider shrieked again, and the clouds boiled and darkened.

      A few drops of liquid splattered against the pillars, hissing and smoking.

      “Rain?” Darling said.

      One of the beads splashed across the back of my neck and sent a vibration trailing the length of my spine, though it felt strangely cold, almost like a shiver.

      I checked my Health and Mana bars, but neither had budged.

      “Pst,” Frank said. “Combat log says you just lost 2 Mana, though it’s already regenerated.”

      That wasn’t too bad, but the storm overhead was clearly getting worse, and if the sky opened up and started to rain in earnest…

      “The rain burns Mana,” I called out, loud enough for everyone to hear. “A couple points a drop. It’s probably a timer.”

      The Lava Rider dove down out of the clouds and screamed toward us, flying above the pillars at a low angle.

      It inhaled sharply and blasted a transparent shockwave in the group’s direction.

      But by the time I recognized the animation for what it was, it was too late. The clear pulse was so wide and tall and arrived so quickly that it was totally unavoidable.

      The projectile splashed over me and both of our tanks and several others, but it didn’t deal any damage.

      A smaller pulse reflected off my chest and bounced up into the bats that were still swarming overhead, and a debuff popped up atop my nameplate.

      
        
        {Echolocated}

        Current location has been targeted for feeding. Lasts 10 seconds.

      

      

      Then the mechanic clicked. The bats were blind, and the Rider was marking pillars for them to swarm.

      I grabbed Darling and Rock—who had both been marked and who happened to be the two players that were closest to me—and Clonedrifted us onto the next row of pillars as the cloud of bats writhed, then broke.

      The creatures poured down out of the sky, flooding into range and streaking toward the players near the front of the group.

      Our ranged damage-dealers loosed a hail of projectiles, and though countless bats dropped out of the sky and plunged into the lava almost immediately, there were easily four or five bats ready to fill the gap left by every mob we killed.

      Nina landed lightly beside me and our tanks had moved backward to try to grab the bats’ attention, but that still left a pair of damage-dealers on the pillar that had been marked.

      I launched a series of tightly placed icy ravens up into the cloud of creatures and froze five or six of them in a single go. Each of those mobs dropped out of the sky, some of them smashing against the pillars before they slid into the lava below.

      But the ones that escaped swarmed the two damage-dealers that hadn’t been quick enough to move.

      They tore into the players, and the damage was already outpacing our healers’ attempts to keep them up.

      Our ranged damage-dealers focused their fire on the feeding bats to little effect and a few of our melee users leaped into position only to get promptly swarmed as well.

      And to make matters worse, the bats had some kind of vampirism effect that let them heal as they did damage.

      I took aim and sent a Gravity Bird flying about ten feet over the marked pillar. I detonated it in the center of the swarm, and a black hole appeared and sucked a huge number of the creatures into a tight, shrieking knot.

      I blasted the group with icy ravens and froze them all in place, then destroyed the entire group with a Dark Harvest that crit in the low 1000s several times over thanks to the crit-enhancing effects of my Shattering Rune.

      But the Gravity Bird hadn’t dislodged any of the bats that were already attacking, and more mobs were flying out of the portals with every passing second.

      A small hand clamped onto my shoulder.

      “Down!” Darling said.

      I dropped to my knees and the Lava Rider roared above me, the wind whipping in its wake.

      “Boss incoming!” Darling said, but it was too late: the Raid Boss grabbed both of the damage-dealers who were still being victimized by the swarm with its talons and dove down toward the lava.

      The thick surface exploded in a barrage of sparks and embers as the creature dragged the helpless players beneath the surface.

      Their Health bars plummeted and zeroed out in a matter of seconds.

      Just like that, we were down to eighteen.

      My face flushed hot. I was already thinking of the Stronghold raid I’d done with the group, where the members we’d lost along the way had been unable to rejoin us.

      I shook my head to clear it; we’d have to worry about that when the encounter was over.

      The lava bulged and the Rider exploded out of it entirely undamaged by the flames, thick gobs of lava streaming off its body.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and the rain became noticeably heavier.

      “Your Mana is gonna start dropping soon,” Frank said. “The Mana Burn is close to outpacing your regeneration.”

      I eyed our healers’ Mana bars, some of which had already started to drop.

      “Not good!” Nina said. “I’m already at 90% Mana and I haven’t even done anything!”

      One of the pillars up ahead flashed red several times in quick succession.

      A crimson lightning bolt ripped down out of the sky and struck the pillar dead on. The explosion left my ears ringing, and I looked on in horror as the pillar tilted sideways, then toppled like a tree into the lava below.

      “New mechanic!” Darling said. “If a pillar flashes, get off it!”

      The Lava Rider glided away, then banked a hard 180 and came in low, no doubt prepping for another targeting run.

      The pillar beneath me trembled, and I glanced across the fiery ocean and spotted the castle’s drawbridge in the distance. I couldn’t be sure from so far off—the air was smoky and blurry with heat—but it looked like the drawbridge was opening up.

      “I think we just run for it!” I said.

      “I figured you’d be quick to suggest that,” Frank said.

      “Move it!” Darling said. “And if someone near you gets hit by that sonic shockwave, you need to move it even faster!”

      I leaped from pillar to pillar and rapidly outpaced the rest of the group.

      “Guild’s following but it’s messy,” Frank said. “The pillars are crowded and—yep. Somebody just got bumped off and they’re about to get nice and crispy.”

      I eyed my raid frame, heart sinking as I watched a melee dps’ Health bar zero out.

      A blast of cold rain whipped across me as I reached the sixth row of pillars.

      “Your Mana at 97% and falling,” Frank said. “Bet you wish you swung a stick for a living right about now, huh?”

      “Group 1 moves forward first!” Darling said, her voice cutting through the din of rain and beating wings. “2 follows from there and so on! Spread it out!”

      I held my ground as the Raid Boss came in for another run, hoping that it would target me, given that I was in the lead, and that I could buy the rest of the group some time to move forward.

      I figured I’d just drift away the moment it tagged me with that sonic marker, but the boss ignored me and flew right over my head.

      Cursing, I doubled back to the previous row, nearly colliding with Nina in midair. The guild was swarming toward me in chaotic fashion despite Darling’s call outs, jumping all of the pillars at a perilous rate.

      I wasn’t going to get through the churn without causing more harm than good, and even if I did, rooting a few bats wasn’t going to make much of a difference.

      I gritted my teeth as the swarm descended on a pair of Healers in the third row.

      The two were healing themselves through the damage quite well, but their Mana was dropping at an alarming rate, and they couldn’t heal and run at the same time.

      “This is looking really bad,” I said.

      “Stick to what you’re good at,” Frank said, buzzing slightly.

      I eyed the castle in the distance. Maybe we just needed someone to reach the drawbridge? That would definitely fit with how quickly that other guild had completed the encounter.

      I backed up to the edge of my current pillar and threw myself into a full sprint, then leaped and blasted a Water Jet behind me on the way up for good measure.

      The spell sent me zooming clear over one row of pillars and onto the next, and I kept running and jumping from there, hurdling gap after gap.

      A pillar to my left flashed several times in quick succession, and I got a hand up to shade my face as another red lightning bolt licked down out of the sky and sent the pillar crumbling into the lava below.

      “Fiery boy coming in hot!” Frank said just as I touched down and left the ground again.

      I glanced over my shoulder as I sailed through the air—the Lava Rider was mere feet away from me, its talons poised to strike.

      I thrashed around in the air, knowing I didn’t have time to reach the next pillar. I activated drift and zoomed away, leaving a clone behind me in mid-leap.

      The Rider grabbed the clone by its shoulders—which caused it to explode in a burst of sparks—then dove down into the lava.

      I waited until my drift took me above another pillar then canceled it, landed on my feet and planted a hand for balance, then took off like a sprinter from a block.

      The Lava Rider punched up out of the lava to my left, leaving streams of liquid fire trailing behind it as it took to the sky once more.

      “Group is maybe halfway across,” Frank said, “but the Healers are drying up. Couple people have pulled away, more have fallen behind.”

      I nodded and kept going, jumping from pillar to pillar with reckless abandon. A pair of lightning strikes detonated behind me in quick succession.

      I risked a backward glance and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      Five players were airborne, probably having been standing at ground zero when the bolts struck. Three of them managed to use movement abilities to get back to safety, but we lost a healer and a dps to the lava.

      And those two bolts had reduced the eighth row from three pillars to one, creating a brutal choke point immediately in front of the guild.

      When I was still three pillars off, I spotted a lever tucked just inside the gatehouse—no, three levers in a horizontal line—but I kept my eyes skyward, knowing the Rider would be heading my way again before long.

      “Rider’s coming in for another run,” Frank said, confirming my hunch.

      I jumped the last few rows and leaped the final gap as Water Jet came off cooldown.

      The Rider was screaming down out of the sky directly above me—chancing another close encounter with Clonedrift on cooldown was out of the question, so I launched another Water Jet behind me while in midair.

      The force of the spell launched me sideways and across the drawbridge, sending me flying into the gatehouse and tumbling to a stop across the stone floor.

      I jumped up and grabbed the left-most switch—a huge lever that was half as tall as I was—threw it, and moved onto the middle one.

      A shrill buzzing sound started up and the cloud of flying bats grew irritated and erratic, a few of them colliding in midair and tumbling down into the fire below.

      Heartened, I threw the second switch. But the noise didn’t change and nothing else happened.

      I eyed the switch I’d thrown first and realized it had reset itself. We needed two more people so that we could throw all three simultaneously.

      I tried shouting at the guild, but the raid was in utter chaos, trying to navigate the pillars as the bats swarmed down and the lightning strikes came faster and faster and the Lava Rider continued its blitz through the red, rain-filled sky.

      All I could do was send Darling a message saying we needed three people to reach the gatehouse and cross my fingers.

      I was tempted to stay within the safety the structure offered, but I wasn’t any help in here.

      Resolved, I edged back out onto the nearest pillar but kept my back to the gatehouse for a quick Clonedrift if needed.

      My message seemed to register, because Nina, Jukes, Darling, and Ton—all of whom were in group 1 and were the farthest along—turned as one and made a mad dash for the gatehouse, all caution forgotten.

      A similar level of urgency fell over the rest of the guild, but given how densely they were packed I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

      I watched with both hands atop my head as the four of them navigated a row with a single pillar and the rest of the guild quickly fell behind.

      Jukes was the quickest of the four, and he was making blistering progress with Nina in a close second while Ton and Darling struggled to keep up.

      Then the sky boomed, and the pillar that Rock was heading for—the big guy was already mid-leap—flashed ominously.

      He touched down at the same time the lightning bolt struck and was blown sideways and down, spiked like a volleyball into the fiery ocean below.

      I eyed our raid window and my heart sank when I saw we’d lost about a quarter of the team. And if they couldn’t rejoin us on the next encounter, we might already be dead in the water.

      But the boss was nowhere to be seen, and I exhaled a huge sigh of relief as Jukes landed on the floor beside me and rolled back to his feet.

      Nina was only three rows off, then two, then one.

      But on her final leap, the Rider burst up out of the lava and snatched her out of midair. It dove right back down, and I looked on in stunned disbelief as Nina’s Health bar grayed out.

      The Raid Boss reemerged and did another low pass, but this time it raked its sonic shockwave across the row of pillars that Darling was just about to reach.

      She hit one pillar and leaped to the marked row without hesitation, took two quick steps and hurled herself into the air as the swarm descended and formed a living wall of mobs that was so thick that I lost sight of the rest of the guild entirely.

      But Darling—our last chance—was headed our way, and she didn’t have far to go.

      The Rider swooped away and banked toward her, talons splayed out and ready.

      Darling made it across every row but the last as the Raid Boss closed in on her, then dove. It was going to catch her the same way it had caught Nina—by snatching her just before she reached the safety of the drawbridge.

      Darling reached the final pillar and jumped one last time as the mob streaked toward her.

      I aimed my gun behind me, then Water Jetted sideways and directly at Darling. I flew toward her with one hand splayed in her direction as the Rider roared down at us.

      But I was spinning slightly, and instead of an elegant grab and drift I smashed directly into her, and her momentum sent us both flying toward the gatehouse.

      I activated drift and we both zipped backward, not a moment too soon as the Raid Boss ripped right through the Clone I’d left behind while we were still close enough to feel the heat of its passing.

      As we reached the gatehouse I canceled Clonedrift, and we both crashed to the floor in a tangle of limbs that elicited a low, jealous growl from Frank.

      Ignoring him, I regained my feet and ran for the nearest switch while Darling did the same. Jukes was already holding his in place, and the noise his lever had created faded in and out as I hit the second switch, as if it was moving to a frequency we couldn’t hear.

      Then Darling threw hers, and the sound disappeared entirely.

      The cloud of bats went absolutely nuts, screeching and dispersing toward the portals in a mad fury. The Lava Rider swept over the pillars, gave a final keen, then dove down into the lava.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve completed the {Path of Burning Daggers} encounter!

      

        

      
        You received 620 Renown!

        You received 1250 Experience!

      

      

      A huge golden chest that had appeared directly beneath the gatehouse, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the grayed-out raid frames of the players we’d lost: Nina, Rock, a couple of healers, and a sizeable number of dps.

      The rain eased up to a drizzle, the Mana Burn element faded, and all the three of us who had made it to the gatehouse could do was watch the survivors hop between the pillars.

      “Frank?” I said. “We’re getting those players back, right?”

      “Can’t comment on that,” Frank said.

      I stiffened, then looked beyond the pillars to the spinning portal that marked the entrance. I stood there, waiting for some sign that this raid was different, worrying that we’d already lost too many people to even attempt the next two encounters, let alone complete them.

      Then the first two damage-dealers who had died popped back into the instance.

      “Heh,” Frank said. “Get deceived. I totally could have commented on that.”

      “Not cool, man,” I said, but I was too relieved to stop myself from smiling.

      Darling wrung her hair out and the droplets sizzled against the stone.

      “Nice call,” she said. “But that was way too close for comfort.”

      “I am available for comforting if needed,” Frank whispered.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “All’s well that ends well,” I said. “Hopefully we’re not too far behind that other group.”

      “Yeah.” Darling popped a piece of cherry pie into her palm, then dropped onto the floor and dug in. “Unfortunately most of our dead are corpse running now,” she said around a full mouthful, crumbs flying everywhere. “Probably be a couple of minutes, graveyard’s a bit of a run so we’ll lose a bit more ground there.”

      “We’ll just have to hope they wipe,” I said. “All it’ll take is one for us to catch up.”

      An alert came in then: one of the Caravan routes that Tyrann had sent north from Highwater had just completed, which meant my budding network now spanned four cities with several more on the way.

      As soon as the last guild members—Rock and Nina, who had been the last to die—popped back into the instance and rejoined the group, Darling knelt in front of the huge treasure chest and threw it open, showering the gatehouse in blue and purple sparks.

      She doled out the loot at a quick clip, and though I didn’t pick anything up myself, I was happy to see Rock pick up a new fist weapon that looked absolutely insane.

      
        
        {Fire-Hardened Knuckles} (Fist Weapon) (Touchstone)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 40

        Damage Type: Blunt

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 60

        Magical Attack: 38

        Speed: Fast

        Primaries: +10 Strength, +10 Dexterity, +10 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Haste, +2% Chance to Hit

        Touchstone Ability: As long as this item is equipped, you gain the passive ability {Fury of the Four Winds}. You may only have 2 pieces of (Touchstone) gear equipped at any time.

      

      

      I scoped out the passive.

      
        
        {Fury of the Four Winds} (Touchstone Passive)

        Description: Your basic melee attacks now have a 3% chance to trigger between 1-4 Wind Strikes. Wind Strikes cannot be dodged or blocked, and they each deal 50% of the initial strike’s damage. This ability has a 5-second internal cooldown.

      

      

      With all the loot handled, I stood up and inclined my head at the interior of the gatehouse. “Onto the next? We should get moving.”

      “Onto the next,” Darling said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I led the way beneath the gatehouse and into a dark stone courtyard that was about fifty feet across. Towering above it was the keep, a massive structure that reached high into the red sky, two great doors at its base sealed shut.

      The walls that boxed the courtyard were similarly imposing and were made of smooth, jet-black stone, which was pocked with portals that spun at various heights, some as high as twenty feet off the ground.

      As for the portals themselves, they came in three different colors: copper, silver, and gold, though the latter were pretty rare and seemed to be situated higher up on the walls than the others.

      Then the courtyard darkened as what little light was penetrating the smoke overhead was eclipsed by something enormous.

      A three-headed dragon with two sets of wings glided over the courtyard in a tight spiral, corkscrewed its way down, then slammed into position across from us with its back to the keep.

      
        
        {Trichrome Drake} (Level 12 Dragonkin) {Raid Boss}

        HP: 180,000/180,000

        MP: 600,000/600,000

      

      

      Each of the heads matched a portal in color—one copper, one silver, one gold—and they rested on long, serpentine necks.

      The creature reared up on its hind legs and extended to its full height, towering some thirty feet above the dark courtyard.

      Frank growled at my side. “That dragon is a m—”

      “Mage?” I said.

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “And I—”

      “We know, Frank. Trust me: we know.”

      Frank grunted.

      “Don’t worry Frank,” Darling said. “I’ll strangle that dragon three times for you with my bare hands if it comes to that.”

      She went up onto her tiptoes, facing the guild. “30-second break, let’s get everyone who died buffed back up. If you’ve got extra consumables that someone in your group can use, share them. Fan out in a loose arc when you’re ready.”

      I was already at full Health and so on, so I leaned up against the nearest wall and waited.

      “That offer of repeated strangulation just made my knees go all wobbly bobbly,” Frank said.

      “You don’t have knees, dude.”

      “My metaphorical knees just went all—”

      “Please don’t start that again.”

      “What? I’m just glad that Darling knows the way to a man’s heart.”

      I hesitated, because I almost didn’t want to ask, but my curiosity got the best of me. I sighed. “Stomach?”

      “No.”

      I sighed. “Fine. What’s the quickest way—”

      “You hand him the heart of his enemies.”

      “The quickest way to a man’s heart is through handing him the hearts of his enemies? That’s wordy. And it’s not very catchy.”

      “Wisdom’s not supposed to be catchy,” Frank said. “It’s supposed to be wise.”

      “I’m not buying it.”

      He cleared his throat. “Imagine if someone as attractive as Darling—but explicitly not Darling—brought you Tyrann’s beating heart on a silver platter.

      “Look me in what you imagine to be my eyes and tell me that you would not be sufficiently wooed if someone who wasn’t Darling did that for you.”

      I cocked my head, considering. “Yeah, okay. I gotta give you that one. I would be wooed by that.”

      “Wooed by what?” Darling said, suddenly close.

      “Nothing important,” I said. “Just talking about ripping out hearts and dating.”

      “That doesn’t clarify things at all.”

      “Just two dudes with bad dads talking about philosophy,” Frank said.

      “Philosophy?” Darling said. “And did the dads come into it?”

      I stood up. “We should probably get on with it if everybody’s ready. Trust me when I say that you really don’t want Frank getting all riled up about philosophy or whatever it is that he thinks that word means while we’re racing to complete content.”

      “Wow,” Frank said. “That was totally uncalled for. 1 Frank point for the sass, negative 2 for pointing said sass in my direction.”

      I laughed and looked to Darling. “Everybody set?”

      “Just waiting on the go-ahead from two healers,” she said.

      She eyed the raid, who had spread out in a loose arc with the tanks and melee users at the front and the ranged damage-dealers and healers making up the rear ranks. “Spread out a bit more, yeah? Let’s use the whole courtyard.”

      I stared around at the many portals, second-guessing my choices.

      I was tempted to swap my Rune of Shattering out for something more damage-based, given how little it had helped me in the previous encounter, but the small Rifts made me think we’d be dealing with adds here, too.

      And if that was the case, crowd control would be preferable. Piercing, though… that rune wasn’t ideal for a boss fight, while the armor-reducing debuff from my Rune of the Caustic Raven would buff the damage of every melee user we had, including our tanks.

      It hurt to cancel my piercing rune, but I switched it out for a Rune of the Caustic Raven.

      “Alright, everybody’s ready,” Darling said. “Jukes, you wanna grab it first? Ton can stay to the side and the two of you can swap to whoever has their cooldowns up.”

      I glanced at the more heavily armored tank, who had a sour look on his face.

      “Just say when,” Jukes said.

      “Group 5 is on adds if they show up. Healers in group 4 will stick to the tanks, all others are spot healing as needed. Good?”

      I checked my group; she’d switched me to 5, which I was more than happy about, though it might make keeping my armor debuff applied a bit trickier.

      I wound up a pair of Ravenblasts, and green and blue runes brightened my weapons while acid-green energy coalesced in front of my barrels. I overcharged one of the two blasts, adding a flurry of golden sparks to my mainhand weapon.

      “Pull it!” Darling said.

      Jukes jogged across the stone courtyard, then rolled the last ten feet directly into the huge dragon’s shadow. He activated Hateful Ice, and though the mob didn’t freeze in place, I saw the aggro transfer debuff pop up, so I launched two bright green ravens, intent on spiking Juke’s aggro as hard as I could.

      The ranged damage-dealers were right behind me, and the melee crew was sprinting and leaping and rolling into position.

      My blasts struck for 513 and 250 damage, and I was thrilled to see the Armor-reducing debuff apply 2 stacks right away.

      The dragon dropped to all fours and struck at Jukes, snake-like, all three heads lashing out at the thin tank in rapid succession.

      He managed to dodge two of the three attacks, but the third head raked his shoulder with a pair of long fangs and dropped his Health to 60%.

      A greenish storm cloud appeared above Jukes’ head, and a green bolt of lightning struck down courtesy of Zoe.

      “Jukes’ Health back to 85%,” Frank said.

      Ton dashed forward and got behind the creature, then it was on, with the entire raid engaging at once.

      Most of the melee users settled in slightly behind the creature, and the ranged groups used the extra space their counterparts had left behind to spread out even further.

      “Target at 97%,” Frank said.

      Then, without warning, the copper head blasted a jet of coppery mist in Jukes’ direction.

      The speed of the attack left him no time to dodge—and my immediate thought was that it had probably been designed to be unavoidable like the shockwave the Lava Rider had used—and the mist rolled right over him, widening into a billowing cloud that caught five or six players, including me.

      It left me with a debuff, so I scoped it out while I kept the green blasts coming, intent on getting the full 10 stacks rolling as quickly as possible.

      
        
        {Copper Primer}

        Movement, casting, and attack speed slowed by 10%.

        Duration: 10 minutes.

      

      

      The debuff didn’t seem so bad until I spotted the duration, but a suppression effect like that was going to add up quickly over time, especially while it was affecting several of us at once.

      “Cleanse on the tank!” Darling called out while mid-swing. She’d already created three glowing slashes along the beast’s underbelly, and every time she struck, each of the slashes pulsed and released damage readouts of their own in the low 100s.

      “Can’t cleanse it!” Zoe said, and another healer echoed her.

      “Crap,” Darling said. “That’s gonna hurt. Jukes, drag the boss forward and spin it around. If we’re dealing with breath attacks that target the tank, we want the mob’s back to everybody else.”

      Jukes slipped under a vicious strike from the silver head and rolled right between the massive creature’s legs.

      It spun on him without hesitation, whipping around so quickly that the beast’s lashing tail caught a number of the group’s melee users and sent them flying across the courtyard.

      The damage wasn’t massive, but it took us time to get everyone repositioned, and our damage had already taken a hit thanks to that Copper Primer debuff.

      “Target at 85%,” Frank said.

      We worked it a bit lower, then the mob reared back onto its hind legs and flapped its great wings, blasting Jukes, Ton, and all of our melee users and even a few of the closer casters out of position.

      The mouth of each head began to glow with its respective color, and a cast bar appeared above the Raid Boss’ head: Chromatic Strike.

      The spell had a shield icon beside it, meaning it was uninterruptible, which did not seem promising.

      I kept the acid birds coming from beside the other ranged damage-dealers as the two tanks scrambled back to their positions while the melee users charged back in alongside them.

      But the tri-headed creature slammed back down onto all fours and created a shockwave so powerful that it rippled the stone floor like water and chucked those who had gotten close high enough into the air that fall damage was a serious concern.

      The Drake blasted three metallic beams of energy into three matching portals, and a trio of Rifts appeared directly in front of the Raid Boss. It roared, then its heads struck right into each of the Rifts, vanishing entirely.

      To my left, the silver head emerged out of a silvery portal and clamped its jaws around Zoe. And before any of us could react, it dragged her back into the same portal it had popped out of.

      Two damage-dealers got dragged off in the same way, pulled into the shining portals that lined the wall by the other two heads.

      The Raid Boss withdrew from the trio of Rifts, though Zoe and the two damage-dealers were nowhere to be seen.

      None of their portraits had grayed out so they hadn’t been killed, though Zoe’s Mana was ticking down at a steady rate and the two damage-dealers were taking steady punishment, wherever they were.

      The Drake went back to bashing on Jukes, and what remained of the raid went back to work.

      But as soon as the boss’ Health dipped below 80%, the silvery head whipped around and targeted one of the healers with a silver cloud of mist, debuffing the player and several others who hadn’t had time to clear out, including me.

      My most recent pair of ravens splashed home in a burst of bright green magic but only hit in the low 200s, so I already had a decent idea of what that debuff did.

      Still, I scoped it out.

      
        
        {Silver Payload}

        All damage taken is increased by 10% and all damage dealt is decreased by 10%.

        Duration: 10 minutes.

      

      

      And to make matters worse, a third debuff had popped up as well:

      
        
        {Prepped}

        Awaiting detonation.

        Duration: 10 minutes.

      

      

      “Detonation?” I said, loosing another bird. “Is this thing turning us into bombs?”

      “I sure hope so,” Frank said.

      Zoe’s Health plummeted to 40%, then stabilized and crept upward. I glanced at the silvery portal she’d been pulled into and saw shadows moving within it.

      I surveyed the battlefield. The Raid Boss still had about three-quarters of its Health remaining, and our healers were losing Mana at a rapid rate.

      And with the stacking nature of the debuffs, things were not looking promising. So maybe…

      “Screw it.”

      I ran headlong for the silvery portal Zoe had disappeared through and jumped right into it.

      I landed calf-deep in snow, and the frigid air made my lungs seize in my chest.

      Zoe was struggling through the snow, limping toward me from about twenty feet off while three shadowy but familiar figures hacked away at her with daggers and swords and axes.

      I inspected the first of them.

      
        
        {Nina} (Level 11 Apparition)

        HP: 1,102/1,200

        MP: 400/400

      

      

      The other two figures had similar Health and Mana pools, and their nameplates were hostile in addition to the Apparition thing, so I figured we were dealing with clones or something like it.

      Zoe was alternating between healing herself and trying to make it toward me and the portal, but the trio was keeping her on her heels to the point where she wasn’t making much progress, and it wouldn’t be long before her Mana gave out.

      I threw out a Gravity Bird and detonated it a few feet behind her, sucking the trio of clones away from her position and allowing her to get some breathing room.

      “Zoe, run!”

      Zoe met my eyes, and she panicked for a moment before she seemed to realize it was actually me. “I can’t leave!” she said. “The portal won’t let me out, I tried!”

      I tried to jump back through the portal and found that she was correct—I was now stuck here too.

      “Yet another occasion where violence is clearly the answer,” Frank said.

      “Thinking the same thing for once.”

      I Clonedrifted over and switched to my blunderbuss, then unloaded a pair of point-blank shots that pierced through the trio of apparitions just before Gravity Bird expired.

      The spells connected in the mid-400s on the low end and upward of 800 on the crits. I followed up by Double Casting another Ravenblast before the trio of mobs had a chance to spread out, then eliminated the group completely by hitting the weakest of the three with a Dark Harvest and splashing damage across the rest.

      The portal flashed behind us, so we exchanged a quick glance and jumped through, which caused a prompt.

      “Silver Payload debuff has been removed from both of you,” Frank said as Zoe and I landed back in the courtyard.

      We were just in time to see the Raid Boss’ golden head go to work for the first time.

      This attack was different—it was just as unavoidable as the jets, but instead of a burst of mist that caught any guild members who were unlucky enough to be standing near one of the boss’ targets, the golden head emanated a wide beam of bright energy that raked the entire raid.

      At the far end of the courtyard, almost directly beneath the mob’s vast underbelly, Darling flashed copper, silver, then gold.

      Then she exploded in a burst of tri-colored sparks, her entire Health bar zeroing out in the blink of an eye.

      A wave of identical explosions ripped through the room, wrecking one player after the next in a chain reaction that one-shotted some while completely sparing others.

      Maybe 70% of the raid had been unaffected by the explosions—including Zoe and me—but it was probably a wipe.

      And it became a definite wipe when Ton exploded and Jukes got dropped thanks to a sudden decline in the amount of healing he was receiving.

      The raid scattered and the boss pinballed across the courtyard, one-shotting every player it touched and leaving a carpet of bodies and dropped items everywhere it went.

      Zoe and I sprinted for the gatehouse, both sharing the same thought—no, hope—that the boss was restricted to the courtyard.

      We made it with room to spare but didn’t stop until we reached the levers from the last encounter.

      More players piled in behind us and the boss chased them all the way to the gatehouse, but then stopped short.

      It stomped a foot onto the stone and roared, triumphant, then blasted a trio of beams up into the red sky.

      The mob’s Health jumped back to 100%, and it lumbered across the courtyard and took up its old post. Nearly a dozen corpses lay on the ground between the boss and us, including both tanks and every healer save Zoe.

      The atmosphere was somber as the survivors dropped to the ground to eat and drink to heal up and try to piece together what the hell had gone so very, very wrong.

      Zoe nudged me. “Thanks for jumping in. It’s hard to message people and not die at the same time.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Things were looking bad anyway, and it was a lucky guess.”

      I pulled up my combat log and pored over the details, looking over the debuffs once again. “I saw the mob attack into a portal, then it popped out of the wall and grabbed you and dragged you back through. What happened on your end?”

      “The initial bite didn’t do any damage, but I popped into that snowy world the moment I was dragged into the portal. The ghosts or whatever jumped on me right away.

      “I tried to leave but the portal didn’t work, then I got stuck just healing myself over and over again. I started running away to buy time but the damage was too high, plus the ghosts had interrupts which made it hard to keep myself up.”

      “Interesting. But the portal let us out after we killed the ghosts, so that solves that. We need people to dive in after whoever gets yanked into the walls. Maybe a damage-dealer could get themselves out?”

      “Yeah, I got out,” someone said from nearby, a tall woman dressed in dark leather. “But I had to pop everything including consumables, and it was still close.”

      “We should help people regardless then,” I said.

      Darling walked back beneath the gatehouse. “Well, that sure went south in a hurry. We definitely whiffed on something big there.”

      “Probably the debuffs,” I said. “Primer, Payload and…”

      I glanced at my nameplate. I’d picked up another debuff that currently had 8 minutes left on its duration, so I figured that was the one from the golden head.

      “Ignition. Seems like that dragon turned us into living bombs.”

      Darling pursed her lips. “So do we think anybody who gets hit with all three of those blasts is a goner? We could probably position ourselves better—maybe we circle the mob and spread out to avoid as much debuffing as possible—but it seems like a couple people are gonna end up screwed regardless. The blasts of mist come out too fast, and that beam is another level entirely.”

      “Better positioning would help a lot,” I said. “I don’t know if anyone noticed but you can jump into the portals too. I went in after Zoe and we had to kill a couple clones to free ourselves.”

      “I saw that,” Darling said. “Good call.”

      She dropped into a seated position and started eating, while a few of the people who had respawned headed into the courtyard to reclaim their dropped items.

      “So,” she said, “did everybody who got blown up get caught by the first two debuffs? Then the beam, then boom?”

      Nods and affirmations all around.

      “Wait,” I said. “Frank said that my silver debuff got removed when Zoe and I left the portal.”

      “I am wise and perceptive,” Frank said.

      “When I went in after Zoe, I had both copper and silver, then I got hit by gold on the way out. So I would have blown up if I hadn’t shed a debuff.”

      “Same,” Zoe said.

      “So,” I said, “if you get a silver debuff, maybe you can jump into any of those silver portals to remove it? At the very least, if somebody gets pulled into one by the Raid Boss, you can definitely do that.”

      Darling nodded. “Okay, that seems promising. Let’s give it another shot, yeah? We’ll have Jukes pull the boss to the center of the courtyard and everybody will circle up and engage it there.

      “Hopefully that’ll mean that the mist attacks only catch a couple people at a time. Then if you get hit with copper or silver, run and free whoever gets yanked into your respective portal. Clear?”

      “Yup!”

      “Got it!”

      A prompt came through that elicited groans from the entire guild.

      
        
        World Alert: The Guild {Corruptia} has cleared the {Trichrome Drake} encounter within the {Bridge Rift}! One encounter remains!

      

      

      Darling’s face fell, but she recovered admirably. “Can’t worry about that now,” she said. She looked around at the group, sizing everyone up. “We ready to give it another go?”

      “Pst,” Frank said. “I don’t wanna be the bearer of bad news, so you do it. You’ve still got debuffs.”

      “Thanks, sorta.”

      “You’re sorta welcome.”

      I raised my voice. “We probably need to wait until the survivors’ debuffs clear. I’ve still got a couple minutes on gold and copper, and I see a lot of other people that do too.”

      The muscles in Darling’s jaw flexed. “Yeah. Sucks, but that’s a good call. Let’s get into position once everyone is buffed up though.”

      We left the gatehouse and fanned out around the boss, with groups 1 and 2 standing on the right while 3, 4, and 5 waited on the left and got ready to rush in behind the mob the very moment the encounter started.

      I eyed my debuffs, watching the seconds tick lower and lower.

      “This feels like our last chance at the Hall of Rifts.”

      “Unofficially, that does seem likely,” Frank said.

      “I just wonder if that other guild wiped first too. I can’t imagine they one-shotted this thing. And they were so far ahead that a wipe and a second attempt seems possible.”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “Yeah, I know. Just hoping out loud. Good call on that debuff getting removed though. That saved us a whole lot of time.”

      “Yeah, you’re just lucky that you threw in with Darling. I can’t have her exploding again. As awesome as explosions are, that was hard to watch.”

      “Fair.” I watched the last few seconds of my debuff tick away. “I’m clear!”

      “Anybody still got debuffs up?” Darling said.

      “Five seconds here!”

      “Ten!”

      “Good enough, pull in five!” Darling said.

      Jukes rolled closer to the boss and twirled his staff around as if it were weightless. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” Darling said. “Pull it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Pulling!”

      Jukes engaged and gave our groups a moment to surge into position and get around the Raid Boss, then he popped Hateful Ice and the fight was officially on.

      Though the melee users couldn’t avoid being packed relatively close together, our ranged group as well as the healers had spread out well, with gaps of six feet or more between any two players.

      I lit the mob up with a steady stream of green ravens, maxing the Armor debuff out as quickly as possible.

      At about 95% Health, the mob bathed Jukes in a blast of coppery mist just as it had before.

      But with the group spread out and all of the melee users positioned behind him, only three players got hit with the debuff instead of the many hits we’d suffered the last time around.

      “If you just got clipped, remember that you’re on copper!” Darling said. “Jukes—let Ton grab aggro and we’ll switch back later!”

      The atmosphere was tense as the fight went on; I couldn’t help but feel like another prompt was coming, that Corruptia were going to finish the last encounter before we even had a chance to try it.

      “Target at 85%,” Frank said as the mob picked a bow-user directly to my left and blasted a cloud of silver mist over us. I’d been waiting for the attack and I tried to Clonedrift out of the way, but I still ended up with the debuff.

      “Two groups are set!” Darling said. “Remember, copper on copper, silver on silver. In the meantime, keep burning!”

      I scoped out our raid frame; our healers were managing their Mana far better this time around, no doubt because half the group hadn’t already been caught by debuffs.

      At about 75%, the mob reared up again and flapped its wings, though this time the great bulk of our melee players managed to get away from the attack before they could be flung about the courtyard.

      Ton stood his ground instead of running away and activated some sort of buff that added more metal to his armor and seemingly made him immune to knockbacks.

      A red glow enveloped his morning star, and he slammed the weapon into one of the boss’ meaty thighs, causing yellow runes to ripple up its body.

      The mob ignored him and summoned its tri-colored Rifts high in the air.

      It struck through them, and all three heads shot out of the portals that lined the walls and grabbed onto players at random.

      Two damage-dealers got yanked into silver and copper portals, but a healer got pulled into a gold one.

      I was tempted to run for a gold portal and handle that myself, but I needed to get rid of my debuff.

      “We need some clean players into gold or we’re probably losing a healer!” I said. “She won’t be able to fight her way out!”

      Darling scanned the battlefield. “Nina, you’re on it!”

      Nina stabbed the boss three times and left a section of its underbelly glowing an ugly shade of yellow, then peeled off and headed for the nearest golden portal.

      “I got aggro,” Ton said as Jukes rolled away and headed for silver.

      I was the first to reach a silver portal, where I found the bow user kiting a ghost through shin-deep snow.

      The ghost raised two familiar pistols and sent a pair of green ravens splashing into the guy’s lower back.

      His Health tanked, dropping by 40%.

      I inspected the copy, already knowing what I was about to find.

      
        
        {Ned, The Piratical} (Level 15 Apparition)

        HP: 3,000/3,000

        MP: 4,500/4,500

      

      

      The Apparition’s Health pool was far larger than mine, but it seemed like the ghosts scaled according to the level of the player whose appearance they took on.

      Which was not exactly ideal in this case. But there was only one Apparition this time, so maybe it was just random?

      “Look!” Frank said, and it felt like he was pointing at the clone. “Evil Frank! Kill him! Kill him now!”

      I snorted despite everything and was preparing a spell when the portal behind me flared with light and two damage-dealers who had also been caught by the Silver Payload debuff arrived.

      I threw out the Gravity Bird and detonated it on top of the mob to immobilize it, then hit it with a Dreadful Shot to interrupt the Ravenblasts it was aiming at the bow user.

      And thanks to the black hole, the mob wasn’t even able to flee.

      The two damage-dealers were both melee, and one of them leaped right next to the ghost and stunned it upon arriving while the second blurred across the distance and knocked it to the ground with a shoulder charge.

      I backpedaled to get closer to the portal and loosed a pair of ravens.

      “Keep it locked down if you can! If it can Ravenblast then it can probably fear too and we don’t want anybody streaking off away from the portal.”

      The bow user took a long step back and used some kind of power shot ability that caused the snow to rise up and spin around him. He loosed the projectile as the mob tried to regain its feet and knocked it right back down into the snow.

      “Stun shot, 4-second stun,” Frank said.

      “Perfect,” I said, and thanks to our combined efforts, we managed to get the mob into execute range before the stun expired.

      I popped Dark Harvest as soon as I could and one of the melee players used an execute of their own, which finished off the ghost.

      I whipped around and hopped back out of the portal, and this time around I found a much more encouraging scene.

      Ton was weathering the Raid Boss’ snake-like strikes, his shield raised high, in the very center of the courtyard, and there wasn’t a debuff to be seen amongst the players who had stayed behind.

      Jukes landed in a rush beside me and headed right for the boss. “I got ’im!”

      “I can hold til I get tagged,” Ton said.

      The Ice Dancer looked to Darling at that, who mouthed something at him that I didn’t catch.

      Jukes rolled between the boss’ legs and beneath its scaly belly and went to work with his staff, but he didn’t pop Hateful Ice, which I was glad to see; two tanks throwing a hissy fit over who got aggro was the last thing we needed.

      Nina popped out of a golden portal with the healer she’d freed close behind, and the dragon’s golden head took a deep breath and raked its wide, unavoidable beam across the entire courtyard, tagging every single player with gold.

      And that presented a problem: it wasn’t like every single one of us could pile into gold.

      Still, nobody had turned into a bomb this time, and the golden debuff didn’t come with stat penalties, so I was counting that as a win.

      I checked out the healers’ Mana bars, all of which were encouraging, then got the blasts rolling.

      For a little while, the mob seemed content to whale away on Ton, who wasn’t quick enough to dodge the boss’ strikes but did seem to be mitigating far more damage.

      I thought he might have been putting out more aggro too, because I could barely feel my threat.

      “Target at 60%,” Frank said.

      As if on cue, the silvery head reared back and spat a great glob of what looked like mercury into the air.

      The orb sailed across the courtyard at a pair of healers, though the projectile was fairly slow and they both managed to dodge it with room to spare. The orb splashed into the ground and burst, erupting into a pool of silvery metal that spread wide and showed no signs of disappearing.

      The copper head mimicked the attack with an orb of its own but shot its projectile almost directly downward, and though none of our melee users got caught by the orb itself, the splash it made when it hit the ground caught several players, including Ton, and tagged them with the Copper Primer debuff.

      The metallic pool spread out beneath them as well, dealing a massive amount of damage to everyone who was standing in it.

      The melee users scattered to get away from it, and I could only watch as one of them nearly melted in front of my eyes as he ran out of the coppery liquid, but thankfully one of the healers caught him before he dropped.

      “Ton!” Darling shouted, “drag the boss away!”

      The big tank showed no sign that he’d heard her; he was focused purely on blocking the boss’ constant attacks. And while he wasn’t standing directly in the puddle, he was keeping the melee users from positioning themselves behind the boss.

      “Ton!” Darling repeated. “Ton! Drag him away from the damn puddle!”

      The problem was real: with the puddle making much of the ground near the boss impassable, our melee users were bunching up.

      And if the boss targeted any one of them with the right debuff, the entire group would be in serious trouble.

      I released a pair of blasts and sprinted at Ton from his left, hoping that I wasn’t about to royally piss him off. But something needed to be done—he wasn’t listening.

      I leaped part of the puddle and rammed a Repel-powered shoulder into his.

      The collision sent him flying sideways, and though he ate a pair of attacks that he probably would otherwise have blocked as he regained his feet, it had worked; our melee players were able to spread out and get back behind the boss.

      Ton didn’t seem to have noticed that it was me, either.

      I dashed away and kept the spells coming as the drake sent more globes flying around the room, further reducing the space we had to work with and forcing more and more players together.

      But we were making real progress: the boss dropped beneath the halfway mark, then beneath 40%.

      And the execute window wasn’t far off when the dragon stomped a foot into the stone and flared its wings.

      Everyone but Ton scattered and ran away from the boss, weaving between puddles as they went, and I waited for Ton to use the same ability he had before to neutralize the knockback that was coming.

      But he didn’t. He just stood there, blocking and hacking away as if his vision had tunneled.

      He recognized his mistake and activated the ability as the Raid Boss beat its wings, but it was too late; he was already several feet off the ground and flying sideways by the time his armor flared.

      Ton bounced off the stone and rolled directly into a silver pool, then exploded in a tri-colored burst of magic.

      “Heh,” Frank said. “I recognize that this is really bad, but also, kapow!”

      Thankfully, Jukes acted quickly: he raced down the long, narrow gap between two shining puddles and grabbed the boss’ attention before it had a chance to rampage through the rest of the guild.

      “Strike-through portals incoming!” Darling said. “Prioritize getting rid of copper and silver! If you’re clean, go gold! Jukes and the healers, hold your ground!”

      The portals opened, and I caught a flash of coppery movement to my left.

      The copper head’s long teeth closed around my left arm and jerked me back into the copper portal.

      But I already knew what was coming, so by the time I reached the snowy landscape on the other side of the portal, I had two fully charged Ravenblasts ready to go.

      I loosed them both at the ghost—a copy of Zoe that had 1100 Health—then followed up with a Dreadful Shot as well as a Fettering.

      The fear effect gave me enough time to squeeze in two more bolts, and the Apparition’s rapid flight triggered the stun component of Fettering.

      And by the time the other players who had been tagged with Silver Payload arrived, the mob was already falling backward with a yellow 920 floating above its head courtesy of a crit from Dark Harvest.

      Zoe’s copy hit the ground, dead, and the new arrivals piled back out of the portal as quickly as they had come in.

      I waited a few seconds to see if anyone else was going to pop through—I had a hunch that if I left the portal I’d prevent people from entering it to cleanse—then I Water Jetted myself across the snow and back into the courtyard, which nearly proved fatal: the stone floor had become an absolute minefield of metallic puddles, and I had to tiptoe along the edge of a silver one to avoid another debuff.

      “Target at 30%,” Frank said.

      Jukes was doing his best to dodge the monster’s tri-headed attacks, but a number of them were inevitably sneaking through, and his Health was dropping steadily in a way I hadn’t seen before.

      I glanced at his nameplate and found the answer: he’d picked up the Silver Payload debuff and was now taking 10% more damage.

      More importantly, he still had the gold one as well, which meant that one false step—or simply getting targeted at the wrong time—would be the end of him, the raid, and probably our chances of winning this race.

      But our remaining players were pouring out of the portals, and within moments the entire courtyard was full of spells, projectiles, and a chaotic mob of melee players dashing and leaping between the puddles as they got back into position.

      Jukes caught a strike square in the chest that knocked him backward and dangerously close to a copper pool that represented a fiery death, but he regained his balance and got back to work.

      And with the execute window fully open, the Raid Boss’ health melted away at an unprecedented rate.

      “20%,” Frank said. “10… 5… 3…”

      Finally, we wore the great beast down to 1% and I let loose with a Dark Harvest, then Double Casted another.

      The Trichrome Drake staggered to its left, then tilted right and slammed onto the stone floor.

      Loot and silver coins fountained above the creature’s corpse and rained across the courtyard, emitting a preposterous amount of blue and purple sparks.

      And one of the items was glowing orange.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve completed the {Trichrome Drake} encounter!

      

        

      
        You received 830 Renown!

        You received 1755 Experience!

      

      

      The guild erupted, cheering and hollering into the smoke-filled air with their weapons raised high.

      “Awesome work everybody!” Darling called out. “But the race isn’t over. Two down, one to go!”

      As if to illustrate her point, the two great doors that had previously secured the keep screeched open and revealed a torchlit path within.

      “I’ll grab all the loot and hand it out,” she said. “I want everybody else to head to the next encounter and theorycraft what we’re dealing with in the meantime while people are respawning.” She eyed the group, then threw her hands up in the air. “Go!”

      It took a heartbeat for Darling’s words to register, but then the raid was running flat out, pouring down into the keep and out of sight.

      I skirted close to the loot on my way to the new encounter, and the smile that Darling had been wearing slipped as she met my eyes.

      “Two down, no wins,” she said as I stopped by her. She clicked her tongue as she picked up one piece of loot after another.

      The orange item was sparking a bit behind her. I couldn’t get a good look at it amid all the other stuff, but I thought it might have been a spear or something, so hopefully Jukes could use that.

      “But we’re right there,” I said. “I dunno what we even could have done better. Started earlier? Be higher level when it started? For all we know, Corruptia could have ten different raid teams running at once. We’ve got one.”

      “Yeah,” she said, still scrambling to scoop up all the gear. “I just don’t want to let everyone down. I hate seeing people clear stuff faster than us knowing the advantages we’ve had.”

      “You and me both.”

      “And also Frank,” Frank said.

      “Naturally,” I said.

      Darling scooped the orange item up alongside two blue ones. “I get everything?”

      “Looks clear to me,” I said, then we both ran for the entryway. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out,” I added, trying to put as much lightness into my tone as I could manage, though in truth I was probably a good deal more worried than she was.

      And while I was tempted to mention what Frank had hinted about concerning the Hall of Rifts and how badly I needed it, I didn’t see any point in stressing her out more than she already was.

      “I guess so. It’s just gonna be a real kick in the teeth if we can’t pull this off, you know?”

      “A hundred percent. But we might as well enjoy the race while we’re still in it. And I really think we’re in it.”

      She smiled at me, opened up a trade window, then dropped an item in and hit confirm.

      “Hope so. This is for you.”

      
        
        You received {Trichrome Sharpshooter}!
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      I scoped the weapon out and kept running, but its readout caused me to stumble slightly.

      
        
        {Trichrome Sharpshooter} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Touchstone)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 43

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Legendary

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 101

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +25 Intelligence

        Secondaries: +10% Critical Strike Chance

        Touchstone Ability: As long as this item is equipped, you gain the passive ability {Fated End}. You may only have 2 pieces of (Touchstone) gear equipped at any time.

      

        

      
        {Fated End} (Touchstone Passive)

        Whenever your Ravenblast fails to Critically Strike, your next Ravenblast gains a 10% chance to Critically Strike. Effect stacks up to 10 times. All stacks are lost on a Critical Strike.

      

      

      “Wow,” I said. “That is… insanely good.”

      “Thought you’d like it,” Darling said.

      I equipped the item and checked out the passive that came with it.

      
        
        {Enchanted Rifle} (Enchanted Firearms)

        Your Ravenblast deals 100% additional damage, its maximum range is increased to 60 yards (up from 40), and its Critical Strike Chance is increased by 10%.

        However, your Ravenblast’s cast time is increased by 100%, it may not be cast while moving, and while you have an {Enchanted Rifle} equipped, you take 33% additional damage from all sources and all crowd control effects used against you last 33% longer.

      

      

      I whistled as we clomped down the hallway together, racing down a red carpet with torches burning to either side of us. The guild’s chatter was audible up ahead, so we were almost there.

      “How is it?” she said. “First Legendary I’ve ever seen.”

      “Same,” I said.

      “Wow, I’m right here,” Frank said.

      “Oh, yeah. Whoops. Hard to think of you as a Legendary with all the talking. Anyway, it’s amazing and I’m pumped to have it, but I’m not sure how much help it’s gonna be in a raid. Seems like a perfect weapon for ambushing other players though, so hopefully we’re doing that sooner rather than later.”

      That probably understated its potential a bit.

      If I could target another player from 60 yards away—at which distance people would very rarely be able to retaliate, if ever—and rip off several hundred or even a thousand damage with a pumped crit rate…

      And if I could overcharge a rifle blast, then immediately copy it with Double Cast, and with my Illusion Magic making it far easier to sneak around…

      My skin goosebumped at the thought.

      If Tyrann and company hated me now, I couldn’t wait to see how they felt about getting 2-shotted from 60 yards.

      “Yeah, I love the rifle too,” Frank said.

      “Really?” I said.

      “Yeah. Now we can fight from even farther away and never put ourselves in danger.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “I was being sarcastic. This is the opposite of what is good. Stupid, stupid gun. At least the blunderbuss keeps you close enough to get taint-punched. What am I supposed to hope for now?”

      “I imagine you could hope for somebody to ambush me, lock me down, and kill me before I could switch to a different weapon. Seems pretty doable—taking 33% increased damage and getting stunned for that much longer is a serious drawback.”

      “Eh,” Frank said. “Don’t get me wrong, I still want you to suffer. Like, a lot. A whole lot. But I’m not actively hoping for your death anymore.”

      “That might be the kindest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      He shrugged, inasmuch as he could. “You’re like a rash that just keeps spreading. It’s awful and annoying and hideous and—”

      “Here we go.”

      “—shameful, but at the same time, it feels super good to just scratch the living hell out of it. You know what I’m saying?”

      “Ew,” Darling said.

      “I’m honestly not sure what to make of that other than being seriously grossed out,” I said. “But… thank you?”

      “I knew you’d understand that metaphor,” Frank said. “I imagine you’ve been called similar things in the past. Like black mold that people learn to live with. At a certain point, you just give up on getting rid of it and move on with your life.”

      “What is that supposed to—”

      “Boss door!” Darling said.

      “Good talk Frank,” I said as the guild came into view at the end of the hall. “Maybe. I don’t know. Either way, I’m glad it’s over.”

      Everyone was lined up in front of a twenty-foot-high golden door with a red skull at its center.

      “Leader’s gotta open it!” someone said.

      “Yeah, we tried.”

      Darling bludgeoned her way between two of her guild members and threw her armored shoulder into the door, blasting it open and sending both of the huge panels smashing into the walls of the chamber beyond.

      “Everybody in, right now!” she said. “Jukes is pulling in fifteen seconds, so get your buffs rolling! This is our last chance—we’re one-shotting this thing!”

      The group took her lead and ran into the room beyond, which was a long and narrow throne room. A crimson carpet ran the length of the space and ended in front of a set of marble steps that led up to a massive but unoccupied throne.

      Then there was movement above the throne.

      The tip of a dark blade had materialized in midair, as if it had just carved its way into the world itself.

      And maybe it had. The blade cut a long slit into the air above the throne, then withdrew, and a red rift expanded out of the wound and began to spin horizontally above the dais.

      A tall, muscular demon in red plate armor floated down out of the opening until he was seated atop the throne. He had branching black horns like a buck’s and a pair of leathery, batlike wings with little tears in them.

      
        
        {Chance’s Herald} (Level 12 Demon) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 200,000/200,000

        MP: 400,000/400,000

      

      

      The mob pushed himself up off his throne and strode toward us with his hands behind his back.

      “Screw it!” Darling said. “Jukes, pull the damn thing!”

      He rolled forward once, twice, then smashed face-first into an invisible wall.

      “Heh,” Frank said. “I coulda told you that was gonna happen. But I thought it’d be funnier to watch it unfold.”

      I stifled a laugh behind one of my guns. “You weren’t wrong. Kline certainly seems to like his grandiose speeches.”

      “Regroup then,” Darling said, a bit of a smile breaking her urgency. “Sorry Jukes. Had to know if we could push it. Every second’s gonna count with this one.”

      “Well, well, well,” the mob said, his voice several octaves higher than I’d expected. “What do we have here?”

      He stepped up to the invisible barrier that protected him and looked us over, smirking.

      “The Possibility King predicted that you’d be arriving soon. But, truly, I expected something more.”

      “Tanks to the front,” Darling said. “Let’s circle him up again when the fight starts, except with just the main tank in front.”

      Ton made to speak, but Jukes was quicker.

      “I got it, thanks.”

      I eyed our healers, all of whom were back to full mana.

      “Are you aware that you’re fighting a war you’ve already lost?” the Herald said. “The Possibility King has already shown me your deaths. I’ve watched your kind fail time and time again across thousands of different realities, all in slightly different ways. But the result is always the same in the end.”

      I loaded two spells into my blunderbuss, then switched to my new rifle.

      The weapon was heavy and long, the better part of five feet from its coppery stock to its silver barrel. A gold sight capped the muzzle, and the entire length of the weapon was etched with thin golden scrollwork.

      The Herald swept his imperious gaze over us.

      “Why fight at all when your end is predetermined?” He pointed at the doorway we’d entered through. “Why not spare us both the trouble? Leave now and enjoy the time you have left before the Possibility King steps into this reality.”

      Nobody moved.

      “No?” he said, sighing. “I suppose we’ll do it again, then. How tiresome it is to fight the same battles over and over, knowing exactly how they’ll end.”

      He pointed at the long wall to my right. “Have you ever seen a storm roll over the Onyx Sands?”

      The stone rippled, then a massive Rift overlaid the entire wall, stretching from corner to distant corner.

      An ocean of dark water appeared within the Rift, and a mass of spinning, flickering clouds resolved above it, a gargantuan hurricane whose flickering storm wall extended hundreds of feet into the air.

      A salty gust of wind whipped into the throne room, blasting us with sand and foam.

      “You haven’t, have you? What a pity. I do so love listening to thunder reverberate between the dunes. But it seems that your world has gone in a different direction. How curious.” He cocked his head, and his eyes began to glow like Rifts.

      “Ah, I see. You have a Triad here as well. Three mages who sacrificed their lives to change the world. To protect it.” He smiled. “But you can only protect a single world at a time, and the Possibility King is myriad. Do you see the problem?”

      He pointed at the opposite wall, which became a Rift that overlooked black dunes that were swarming with… what were they?

      I took a step closer, then another, desperate to figure out what I was looking at.

      Then it hit me. They were troops.

      Tens of thousands—no, hundreds of thousands—of demonic figures, all of them moving in strange patterns but with obvious intelligence, like ants.

      In the background, a familiar city was burning, its four wards throwing embers high into the air as the army swarmed in and around it, tearing down its white walls and setting fire to the homes and the rope bridges above them.

      My blood went cold, and for a moment I feared the worst: that we’d left the Vale undefended and it’d been sacked in our absence.

      That we’d return from this Rift to find nothing but a pile of ash waiting to welcome us back.

      But the feeling quickly passed, because there was no way an army like that could have arrived in a matter of minutes.

      No, I was convinced that we were looking at another world entirely. Another reality, where the Possibility King’s forces had already rampaged through the place I’d decided to call home.

      “This image is a gift,” the Herald said. “A look at the inevitable future of your lands and so many like them. At this very moment, I am fighting tens of thousands of people just like you, in a slightly different version of this very throne room.

      “And I am showing them their destinies, too. The way their homes are burned or flooded or ripped apart.”

      He smiled, revealing black, pointed teeth. “It’s always seemed like the least I could do. Because I know firsthand just how difficult it is to accept that even in a world full of choices, no matter how far you climb along the branches of possibility, the world still ends.

      “But trust me, friends: the only thing that you’re capable of changing is the nature of your apocalypse.” His grin deepened. “Or the face it wears, if you will.”

      I stepped a little closer to the burning wall. As I squinted through the fire and the smoke, I was just able to make out the sharp lines of a red palace that was looming beyond the burning city.

      The Red Cathedral, complete and magnificent.

      “My King’s palace is beautiful, is it not? I love it to be the last thing his subjects see.”

      He clasped his hands behind his back once again and strode back to his throne. The wind that was whipping through the chamber intensified, blowing the stinging sand fully horizontal.

      “What do we think this is?” Darling said.

      I pointed the long barrel of my weapon at the storm that was raging across the wall to my right.

      Raindrops were already spattering the edge of the room, and the storm was rolling toward us at a frightening pace. “That thing’s clearly headed this way. That’s probably another timer. Kill it before the storm arrives?”

      “Yeah, kill it fast,” Frank said.

      “Is that a hint?” Darling said. “I thought you weren’t allowed to help with encounters?”

      “I’m not,” Frank said. He dropped his voice. “Otherwise I’d have already given you the world.”

      “Yikes, man, save it for the victory party,” I said to him, before addressing Darling. “Killing things quickly is just Frank’s general take on life.”

      The Herald snapped his fingers and a horizontal Rift opened in the air above him. A long, thin sword dropped out of the portal, and he caught it with a flourish, then pointed the tip in our direction and descended the marble steps.

      “Come on then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fight’s live, he’s targetable!” I said as I shouldered my rifle and wound up a Ravenblast, purple energy swirling around the entire length of the barrel.

      Jukes rolled forward down the red carpet that led to the throne and smashed his staff against one of the Herald’s plate spaulders, then activated Hateful Ice.

      The Raid Boss retaliated with a quartet of blinding strikes, only two of which Jukes managed to avoid.

      His Health plummeted below 50%, and though the healers were quick to stabilize him, the amount of damage he’d taken was alarming.

      He’d picked up a debuff, too:

      
        
        {Reality Shift}

        Every 10 stacks, target phases into an alternate version of themselves. This debuff cannot be Cleansed.

        Duration: 15 seconds.

      

      

      I hadn’t seen the Herald apply the debuff, so I checked him and found that he had a similar aura.

      
        
        {Fatebreak Aura}

        Applying 1 stack of {Reality Shift} to all targets within 10 yards every 5 seconds. From the second tick on, if there are not at least 5 targets within 10 yards when this aura pulses, it instead applies 5 stacks of {Reality Shift} to all targets within 100 yards.

      

      

      “We need melee in range now!” I said. I sent a massive purple and gold-flecked raven from my rifle soaring toward the boss, then switched to my pistols and Water Jetted myself right behind the projectile and into the boss’ melee range.

      “Overcharged rifle crit for 1752,” Frank said.

      With Jukes tanking and me in close, we still needed three more players in position, but thankfully the melee users were quick to arrive.

      “Darling, the aura!” I said. “We need a rotation so that ability doesn’t stack too high!”

      Bright green runes flared down her blade, and she hit the Herald with an arcing slash that left a green line across his chest from shoulder to hip.

      “Ton, we need you to stay out of range!” she said. “Just sit there if you need to!”

      I switched to my blunderbuss and dumped two ravens into the mob to spike Jukes’ aggro while I had the chance.

      “Hits for 650 and 627,” Frank said. “Target at 98%.”

      “Melee will have to pile in regardless but remember to back out at 8 stacks until your debuff expires,” Darling said. “Group 1 takes the first rotation, then we rotate through the groups from there!”

      I equipped my pistols and strafed away from the boss, lighting it up with a series of green ravens to get my armor debuff rolling again.

      A pair of Rifts opened in the ceiling, each of which was perfectly positioned above one of our healers. And there was no way that was a coincidence.

      “Ton!” I called out. “Need you on the back end, we’re about to pick up some adds!”

      He looked up and caught my meaning, and he immediately clomped over.

      A towering mob dropped out of each Rift and hit the ground with so much force that the players around it were thrown a few feet into the air.

      The mobs were humanoid but had crimson skin and black horns and teeth.

      
        
        {Herald’s Bodyguard} (Level 10 Demon) (Elite+)

        HP: 10,000/10,000

        MP: 5,000/5,000

      

      

      They both had identical stats, but the closest one to me wielded a shield and a morning star, while the other held a massive, two-handed battleaxe whose blade was wider than my chest.

      “Quality axe,” Frank said. “Target at 96%. Jukes is getting beaten up.”

      “Jukes, call out your stacks!” Darling said. “You and Ton are switching on 8. I want groups 4 and 5 on the adds for now.”

      “Just got my third!” he said.

      Ton bellowed a war cry, and the axe-wielding mob charged in his direction.

      But the more defensive mob had other plans. Zoe’s healing output had drawn his attention, and he was charging at her with his tower shield pressed against his shoulder.

      And now that Ton had already popped his taunt…

      I cursed and let two ravens fly at the shield-bearer, and though they weren’t enough to grab aggro, it was close.

      So I switched to my rifle and Double Casted another, thinking that my Vampiric Shield would handle most of the blowback.

      And the spell got the mob’s attention. So much so that it whipped around and blurred across the twenty or so feet between us and smashed its shield into my chest before I could even swap away from my rifle.

      I hit the floor on my back and slid away from the mob while gasping for breath, totally unable to move.

      “Stunned for 1.3 seconds!” Frank said. “Your Health at 45%. Advise against letting that happen again.”

      “Better me than Zoe,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I glanced at Ton, who was rumbling in my direction with the axe-wielding mob hot on his heels. But he wasn’t moving nearly fast enough, and the shield-bearer was closing in on me with his morning star spinning above his head.

      The mob reached me and brought its weapon down in a vicious arc.

      My stun cleared and I rolled sideways, and a split second later the mob smashed its weapon into the floor.

      I regained my feet amid a hail of stone shards. I swapped to my pistols and ran right by Ton, intent on dragging the mob right on top of him to make his job as easy as possible.

      He peeled it off me with a pair of quick strikes followed by a shield bash, so I switched back to burning the Herald until I felt like Ton had consolidated Threat on the two adds.

      Darling marked the axe-bearer as the first burn target, and he melted beneath the spells and attacks of two full groups, and we were able to move onto the shield-bearer pretty quickly.

      “I’m at 6 stacks of Reality Shift!” Jukes said. “Still no idea what it does!”

      “Group 2, you should have already rotated into melee!” Darling said.

      “Target at 90%,” Frank said.

      “Interesting,” the Herald said, without stopping his frenetic assault on Jukes. “There’s more fight in you than most. But have you ever wondered what might have been if you’d trained differently? If you’d chosen a slightly different path? No need to worry any longer. Allow me to show you.”

      The boss took a long step away from Jukes and raised his weapon high. A cast bar appeared above his head, and the ability read Reality Sever.

      The cast completed in about 2 seconds, and though the boss immediately resumed his attacks on Jukes, a trio of red, translucent images shot out from him.

      Each was a rough copy of the Herald, and they streaked toward three players at incredible speed.

      One of which was me.

      I activated Clonedrift and shot backward, but the image punched right through the clone I’d left behind and kicked up a shower of sparks.

      It easily outpaced the speed of my drift and somehow caught me with a horizontal swing, intangibility and all.

      It didn’t deal damage, but it did trigger a trio of prompts.

      
        
        You gained 10 stacks of {Reality Shift}!

        You have temporarily lost access to the ability {Repel}!

        You have temporarily gained access to the ability {Corrosive Blast}!

      

      

      “What the hell?” I said.

      
        
        {Corrosive Blast}

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 35 yards away with a blast of corrosive energy that deals 175 Acid damage and reduces the target’s Armor by 2% for 20 seconds. This effect stacks up to 3 times. This spell deals damage based on your level (base damage) and Intelligence statistic, plus Magical Attack.

        Cast time: 1.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 25 Mana.

      

      

      I skimmed the prompt, eyes widening. “That Reality Sever cast just gave me 10 stacks instantly!” I said, yelling over the howling wind. “And hitting 10 stacks changes your skills! It swaps something you picked for something you didn’t! It just made my kit better, so it’s a gamble but not necessarily bad!”

      “The skill I got was crap!” someone said. “Totally useless!”

      “Yup!” someone else called. “Lost my highest damage skill and got something awful!”

      I planted my feet and casted a pair of Corrosive Blasts, hoping that the Armor penetration debuff would stack with a similar effect to the one my runes created.

      Both of my guns kicked back with a surprising level of violence and released two yellowish orbs. The two projectiles splattered against the Herald’s stomach and covered him in sickly-looking goo.

      And thankfully the abilities appeared to stack, meaning that after a third application of Corrosive Blast plus the 10 full stacks from my Caustic rune, I was reducing the mob’s Armor by an incredible 11%.

      “Maybe we should just let the aura pulse and focus on killing the boss?” I said. “That would simplify the fight!”

      I eyed Darling, who had slowed her attacks slightly. I could see her thinking the ability through.

      “Screw it!” she said. “If you were offered a bunch of crowd control abilities that you didn’t take while leveling you can stay back, but I want everybody else on full burn! Pop your long cooldowns, everything! And hope that you get something that you can use because we’re desperate here!

      “If you get a good skill, then pull back so you don’t lose it! Ton and Jukes, call out your rotations! Pop everything you have, then switch when your defensives fade!”

      “Ballsy,” I said, grinning as the mob of melee players who had been waiting for their stacks to fade reengaged with reckless abandon.

      The spellcasters and ranged damage-dealers pressed in closer too, though a few players—and the vast majority of the healers—stayed far enough away to avoid the boss’ Fatebreak Aura.

      “Darling’s metaphorical balls are almost as big as mine,” Frank said.

      It made sense, though. Letting the melee fighters stay engaged regardless of what the aura did would account for a huge damage increase all on its own.

      That said, the randomness element of the aura meant that letting it trigger could easily backfire on us, especially if one of the tanks lost a necessary ability and picked up something useless in return.

      It was definitely a risk, but it didn’t seem like a terrible one.

      Two more portals opened up directly above another pair of healers, and two thin mobs dropped free in dark leather armor, both of whom were armed with a pair of wicked-looking daggers.

      
        
        {First Blade of the Herald} (Level 10 Demon) (Elite+)

        HP: 8,000/8,000

        Energy: 100/100

      

      

      Ton leaped out of the scrum that surrounded that Herald and smashed down into the ground between the two new mobs, stunning them both the moment they touched down onto the stone floor and well before they could tear into our healers.

      But the stun quickly faded and both mobs vanished in puffs of red smoke. They reappeared behind Jukes and laid into his unprotected back, and their attacks combined with the Herald’s unending strikes quickly pushed him to the brink.

      I hit one of the adds with a Dreadful Shot to free Jukes up and a mage turned the other one into a sheep, though Ton charged in and broke the crowd control effect almost immediately.

      “Jukes at 18% and dropping,” Frank said. “Your Corrosive Blast debuff is close to slipping, but the Herald is at 80% and falling fast.”

      Jukes’ Health dropped into the single digits but lurched back up as the healers switched to their more powerful but less reusable spells.

      “Popping the big one, five seconds of near immunity then it’s down for an hour!” Jukes said. He activated an ability I hadn’t seen before and his skin began to glow with cool blue light. He visibly quickened, ducking sword strikes in ways that didn’t seem possible.

      And the speed only picked up from there. The Herald kept the slashes coming, but Jukes was too fast. His dodges were leaving golden afterimages in their wake, and all the Herald’s swings were doing was pulling the images apart.

      Jukes’ Health steadily climbed, but there was no way he could keep this up; he’d just popped a massive cooldown, and we were barely 20% into the fight.

      “Groups 3 to 5, burn the adds!” Darling said.

      She marked one of the assassins, and the group piled onto it.

      The wind intensified, building to a low and ominous howl. The storm wall was drawing closer, lit by increasingly frequent strikes of lighting.

      The Vale was still burning within the opposite wall, but the army that had seemed so distant only moments earlier had drawn a good bit closer as well. And every single figure was marching toward us in eerily precise lockstep.

      “Target at 70%,” Frank said. “Your stacks at 4.”

      I nodded and focused on my rotation as I helped burn down the adds, primarily casting ravens at them but also weaving in the occasional spells at the Herald to make sure my debuffs didn’t drop.

      I was out of the range of the boss’ aura for the moment, and I was happy with that. I doubted I’d do much better than the skill I’d just picked up, and gaining more stacks meant potentially losing Corrosive Blast and the damage it was providing the raid.

      But it was a tricky balance to strike, as I also had to make sure to refresh my stacks to keep them from dropping.

      “Ton, gotta rotate!” Jukes said. “10 stacks and I picked up something crappy!”

      Ton left the adds behind and leaped across the room.

      Jukes rolled right underneath him and hit the mobs with Hateful Ice, so I threw two quick ravens at one of them, then switched to my rifle and Double Casted an instant raven at the other so that the Threat would transfer to Jukes and ensure the mobs didn’t go chasing after Ton.

      Ton stepped up to the boss and used some kind of skill that caused his shield to glow red, the brightness intensifying with every strike he blocked.

      With the tank swap complete, the add groups managed to burn their targets down and quickly got back onto the Herald.

      “Target at 58%,” Frank said as the boss used its Reality Sever ability twice in the span of five seconds. Six red images of its likeness blurred through the room, tagging players seemingly at random and handing them each 10 instant stacks of Reality Shift.

      A chorus of boos sounded from across the room—probably from people who’d gotten stuck with crappy new abilities—but Zoe cheered at the same time.

      The ceiling darkened, and for a moment I thought the storm wall had finally arrived. But the clouds that lined the ceiling were bright green, the rain that fell was luminescent, and a new buff had appeared atop my nameplate.

      
        
        {Mana Rain}

        Regenerating 5% of total Mana every 1 second for 10 seconds.

      

      

      It seemed like Zoe had lucked out and hit a powerful ability, and I spotted Darling smiling through the scrum up a little bit ahead.

      “Last time I’ll be able to use that!” Zoe said. “Half-hour cooldown!”

      Eventually, the raid worked the boss down below 50%.

      And it was beautiful to look at—everyone communicating on the fly, the tanks seamlessly picking up the adds that continued to drop out of the ceiling as the fight progressed.

      But at the same time, my stomach was in knots. I found myself glancing at the top-center of my screen every few moments as the Herald’s Health ticked lower and lower, expecting someone to complete the encounter before we had a chance to do the same.

      Oddly enough, though, it wasn’t the Hall of Rifts I was worried about losing. It was more about getting the guild the recognition they deserved, about paying back all the help they’d given me. Darling most of all.

      Then the boss ticked below 30%, the execute window opened, and all hell broke loose.

      A bolt of lightning licked out of the approaching storm and into the throne room, one-shotting a damage-dealer who had been standing right next to the storm wall.

      The wall within which the Vale was burning was a similar story: the approaching army had finally reached us, and a solid line of demons armed with long spears stepped out of the Rift and marched into the throne room.

      
        
        {Red Spearman} (Level 10 Demon) (Elite+)

        HP: 5,000/5,000

        MP: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      They weren’t as strong as the previous mobs the Herald had summoned, but maybe twenty of them had already arrived, and the ranks of the army behind them seemed endless.

      The spearmen lowered their weapons and charged across the room in formation.

      I sent a Gravity Bird zipping toward the middle of the line and detonated it. Seven or eight of the new arrivals were yanked off their feet and sucked up into the air, though what remained of the line pushed forward.

      “This is the timer!” Darling said. “Crowd control if you have it! Otherwise focus on the Herald, we need to burn this thing down! And stay away from the walls!”

      Then a prompt hit my screen, and my heart clenched in my chest.

      
        
        World-first Alert: Player {Belinia} is the first player to craft a Legendary Item!

        Awarding Title: {The Ingenious}!

      

      

      I skimmed the prompt once, twice, then a third time before I was able to breathe again.

      And I could almost feel the guild exhale and refocus as everyone realized the alert wasn’t the one we’d all been dreading.

      With the execute window open, I hit the boss with a Dark Harvest, then got back to blasting it with my pistols so that I could stay mobile.

      Ton rumbled off to try to grab the stragglers that had escaped crowd control while Jukes dragged the mob to the center of the room.

      The lightning was striking every few seconds now, occasionally reaching five or six feet into the room and licking down without any warning whatsoever.

      And to make matters worse, the storm wall was maybe a hundred feet off. The wind was absolutely howling, the throne room full of stinging rain.

      “Just a little more!” Darling said. “Keep with it!”

      “Target at 21%,” Frank said. “We’re slowing down but looking good. Especially me.”

      “Yeah, we lost that damage-dealer though.” I looked to Darling, who was throwing slash after slash at the Raid Boss’ exposed back. Something cold and firm pinged off the side of my nose, and the impact was hard enough to leave a vibration behind.

      I eyed my Health, which had dropped a few points.

      “The rain’s turning to hail!” I said. “It hurts!”

      A bolt of lightning reached almost halfway into the room and obliterated a healer from 80% Health.

      “Target Health at 15%!” Frank said. “Die, die die die die die!”

      I chained spell after spell, watching Ton out of the corner of my eye: the enormous tank had a huge number of mobs on him, and though healing spells were flying his way nonstop, he was definitely going down.

      I held my breath as the Herald’s Health melted away into the single digits. Jukes was holding steady but Ton was fading, and many of our healers were running low on Mana.

      
        
        Player {Ton} has died!

      

      

      “No!” Darling said.

      Ton’s many targets whirled on the rest of the raid before he even hit the floor, but I launched a second Gravity Bird their way as it came off cooldown and sucked them all back up into a tight group.

      I opened my inventory and used a Rune of Shattering on one of my pistols, replacing my Rune of the Caustic Raven.

      I launched two quick ravens at the grouped-up mobs, waited for Gravity Bird to expire, then hit them with another pair of ravens that procced the rune and rooted the entire group in place for a few more seconds.

      With that done, I switched my rune back to the Caustic Raven one and tagged the boss just before the debuff slipped away.

      “Keep the crowd control rolling on the adds!” Darling said. “Any AoE you got!”

      I switched back to the Herald and laid into it, keeping half an eye on the mobs that I’d temporarily locked down.

      A mage in blue robes dashed up in front of the group and slammed the butt of her staff into the ground.

      An icy blue barrier sprung up in front of the adds, sealing off most of the throne room and forcing them to run around it.

      “Target at 4% and falling!” Frank said.

      I kept the blasts coming, willing them to crit and wincing whenever they didn’t.

      Two bolts of lightning ripped into the room and struck well beyond the halfway point.

      
        
        Player {Ekatin} has died!

        Player {Zoe} has died!

      

      

      I cursed—we’d just lost two of our healers. Another wave of adds sprinted into the throne room as the ones from earlier cleared the icy barrier and swarmed the raid.

      “Target at 2%!” Frank said. “1%!”

      I’d been holding my Doppelganger skill back owing to its extremely long cooldown, but the moment had finally arrived, so I activated the ability, and a perfect likeness of myself appeared beside me with two Ravenblasts already prepared.

      My clone and I splashed spell after spell into the Raid Boss as I watched the death notifications stream in, Nina and Rock among them. We’d lost all semblance of control, and Jukes’ Health was now dropping at a steady clip too.

      “Push!” Darling said.

      The Herald slashed twice in quick succession, then parried Jukes’ counter and plunged his huge sword right through the tank’s chest.

      
        
        Player {Jukes} has died!

      

      

      Jukes crumpled to the floor. The Herald flicked the blood off its sword and sprinted right at me.

      I released a pair of ravens—four in all counting my Doppelganger’s spells—and waited for the mob to close the gap, then Water Jetted away as soon as it swung.

      I started charging up two more blasts, but the boss closed the gap before I could squeeze them in, forcing me into a Clonedrift down the middle of the throne room to keep from being one-shotted.

      Spear-wielding demons streamed past me, heading for our healers, as the boss struck my clone with a slash that cleaved it down the middle, and it exploded in a shower of sparks.

      “Harvest is almost up!” Frank said as the boss continued its pursuit, spells and projectiles exploding off its back. “Ready!”

      I popped out of drift, hit the ground with both feet and threw myself backward. I switched to my rifle for the additional power and activated Dark Harvest as the raid boss brought its sword down on me while I was still hanging in the air.

      The Herald smiled as his Health bar hit zero.

      “Fate is… a cruel thing.”

      He fell to his knees, the sword slipped from his grasp, and he collapsed onto the floor.

      
        
        You defeated {Chance’s Herald}!

        You received 1202 Renown!

        You received 2210 Experience!

      

        

      
        World-first Alert: The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first Guild to clear a Bridge Rift and has been granted 72 hours of exclusive access to the {Hall of Rifts}!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have gained 72 Hours of exclusive access to the {Hall of Rifts}! You may access the {Hall of Rifts} by interacting with a Rift and selecting it as your destination.

      

        

      
        Awarding Title: {Reality Breaker}!

      

        

      
        {Reality Breaker} (Epic Title)

        All Renown and Experience gains within Rifts are increased by 5%.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay there on my back, staring at the prompts streaming in with my rifle lying across my chest.

      Both walls on the sides of the throne room had returned to normal, the adds had vanished the moment the Herald had died, and the chamber was eerily silent for a long moment

      Then what was left of the guild absolutely erupted.

      I sat upright and found the Herald lying just in front of me with loot piled all around him. There were no Legendaries to speak of this time, but the number of blue and purple items took my breath away regardless.

      Darling appeared to my left and offered me a hand up. She was grinning her gap-toothed smile from ear to ear, and her normally pale face was flushed with color.

      I clasped her wrist—mostly because I figured Frank would get all pissy if I took her hand—and she yanked me up off the floor and to my feet as if I were weightless.

      Then, to my complete and utter shock, she wrapped me up in a hug.

      I just kind of stood there for a moment, unsure what to do with my hands in a very House-like fashion.

      She squeezed me hard enough that I was surprised not to feel a rib pop, then she let go and grabbed me by my shoulders.

      “I can’t believe we actually did it. We actually did it!”

      Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I found myself grinning back at her.

      “We sure did!”

      “And it’s all thanks to Funkmaster Frank and his sagacious wisdom,” Frank said.

      “Isn’t everything?” Darling said.

      “Doesn’t sagacious already mean wise?” I said.

      “Shut up, dork,” Frank said. “You’re ruining the moment.”

      I shook my head and eyed the rear of the throne room as guild members respawned and started trickling back in. The buzz was still building—everybody was laughing and high-fiving and crowding around the giant, sparkly pile of loot that the boss had left behind.

      Darling rubbed her face with both hands and laughed.

      “I honestly can’t believe we actually did it. Do you have any idea what this means for us?”

      “I don’t know why you’re so surprised,” I said. “You guys earned this, and that was a great call about the aura. There was no way we’d have had the damage to finish the fight in time if we were playing around that.”

      “True,” Frank said.

      “Thanks,” Darling said. “But it was your idea.”

      “It’s one thing to float something,” I said. “It’s another to commit an entire guild to it on the fly.”

      “Darling, I insist you take all of the credit,” Frank said. “Trust me: it feels nice. Real nice.”

      She winked down at him. “Tempting for sure, but it was a team effort.”

      “Such selflessness,” Frank said under his breath. “Such nobility.”

      “Huh?” Darling said.

      I pointed at the pile of loot—Nina was squatting next to it with her eye on a dagger that was sparking purple. “I think you might wanna dole all that out before Nina gets drool on it.”

      “Probably, yeah.” She made to head over, but hesitated. “Hey, could you do me a favor?”

      “Give me something rusty and point me in the right direction,” Frank said.

      “I was talking to Ned,” Darling said, “and I don’t need anyone killed, but I do appreciate the enthusiasm.”

      “Rest assured that he’ll keep offering,” I said. “Probably forever.”

      “That is the plan,” Frank said.

      I dropped my rifle back into my inventory.

      “Just for the record, Nina’s mouth is definitely leaking. But what’s up?”

      “The gear will dry eventually,” Darling said. “How would you feel about coming back to the Stronghold with us?”

      I cocked my head at her. “Now?”

      “In a few minutes, maybe? I know you’re probably thinking about getting back to Rifting or something, but this is big, and you ought to be there.

      “It’s going to be harder and harder to stay at the top as the game goes on, and there’s a real chance that we might be looking back at this moment as the guild’s high point here in a couple weeks. Gotta enjoy the win while we can, you know?”

      “If you say no I will—” Frank started, but I rolled right over him.

      “Frank’s very lukewarm on the idea, but I’m definitely in. That sounds like a blast.”

      “How dare you. I have never been lukewarm on anything in my life and you know it. Even my baths are scalding.”

      “We’ll be there,” I said, laughing. “Probably just scope out the Hall of Rifts first.”

      “Darling,” Nina said, “you have three seconds to start handing out the loot or I’m mounting a coup. And I already have Rock’s vote.”

      Rock shook his head vigorously.

      “Meet you there then,” Darling said. “Drinks are on us this time.” She headed off and knelt in front of the pile as more guild members returned and circled up around the dead boss.

      A moment later, she sent me a private message asking if I wanted a Rare hauberk that seemed like a good fit for me, but I declined. Mine was close enough in stats, and I felt like somebody else should have it after I’d picked up the raid’s lone Legendary.

      After another minute or so of waiting for the loot to be handed out—most of which I spent watching Nina coddle her new dagger—it didn’t seem like there was anything left for me to do, so I drifted away above the red carpet and Water Jetted myself through the courtyard, then started leaping my way back across the pillars once I’d passed the guardhouse.

      “Details?” I said, mid-jump.

      “On what?”

      “What do you think, Frank? The Hall.”

      “Eh. Rather let you see for yourself.”

      “Or I could force you to answer the question.”

      “You could do that. But I already have several consequences in mind.”

      I was tempted, but the exit to the Bridge Rift wasn’t far off, so I held my peace and tapped through my notifications as I ran along.

      Two more of my Caravan routes had arrived while we’d been raiding, which upped my network total to six cities in all, and I also had a message from Tyrann stating that he’d sent yet another pair out far to the east of Koria.

      I minimized my notifications as I cleared the last gap and pulled up in front of the Rift.

      I thought about accessing the Hall and a prompt asked me to confirm it as my destination, so I accepted.

      The Rift shivered slightly, then the blurry view of the Onyx Sands it had been presenting to me warped and resolved into an image of a circular stone chamber with an altar at its center.

      I stepped through the portal and into the Hall of Rifts, electric with anticipation.

      The stone floor was smooth and unbroken, and the circular walls were featureless but for the marble pillars that divided them.

      And there didn’t seem to be a way out.

      I stepped up to the altar, the top of which was dark and reflective, like obsidian.

      “Go on,” Frank said. “Touch it. You know you wanna touch it.”

      I squinted at him, dubious. Then I pulled him out of his loop and used him to tap the altar.

      The entire panel lit up with tens of thousands of specs of red that looked like embers set against the black background. I stuck Frank back into his loop and leaned closer.

      I pulled my Rift Map up for comparison and held it out next to the panel. The two images were a perfect match, though the panel also had a rough outline of the game’s many, many landmasses.

      “So, the Hall gives the whole guild access to a Rift Map of their own?”

      “It does do that,” Frank said.

      I rubbed my chin. It was a pretty awesome advantage, and I knew the guild would be happy with it, but I hated to admit that I was a little disappointed. Frank had built this place up so much that I’d been sure it would turn out to be a game-changer.

      And while being able to see all of the continents and islands was pretty awesome and would probably be useful for expanding my network, I wasn’t seeing anything that was going to help me with my Tyrann problem.

      “You should probably touch one of those spots,” Frank said. “But not with me.”

      “Would that not work?”

      “No, it would work. I just don’t want you touching me if it can be avoided.”

      “Understandable. Any suggestions?”

      “Pick the one near the Stronghold.”

      It took me a second to find the right Rift, but I tapped the spot on the panel, then flinched as red light flared to my left.

      A Rift had appeared between two of the stone columns that lined the wall, and I could see the dune that housed the Stronghold within it.

      I nodded, my excitement building. “Okay! Now we’re talking.” I walked over to the Rift. “So we can access whatever Rift we want remotely, yeah? Is that the idea?”

      “Yeah, it does do that,” Frank said.

      “Why do you keep saying that?”

      “Select a destination.”

      I thought about doing that, and two options popped up.

      
        	{Lesser Rift} (Group Rift)

        	{The Onyx Sands}

      

      “The Sands?” I said.

      “Throw your stupid illusion on and try it.”

      I activated my Merchant illusion, then selected the destination and stepped through the portal.

      And popped out on the black sands, right in front of a Rift that was spinning not even 50 feet from the Stronghold.

      I stood there, mouth hanging open, staring back and forth between the Stronghold and the Rift I’d arrived through.

      “Is this… did that… did that really just happen?”

      “Are you asking if I saved the day?” Frank said. “Because if so, yes.”

      I queried the portal again for destinations and was still able to access the Hall, so I hopped right back through it and into the same chamber I’d left behind, where the portal to the Sands was still spinning between the stone columns.

      “I can go back and forth?” I said, the extent of what we’d been rewarded with finally beginning to dawn on me.

      “We can fast travel. We can travel to any Rift in the entire game world, instantly.”

      I ran over to the panel and scanned it, and while I didn’t find what I was looking for, I was too excited to be disappointed.

      “The Hall of Rifts is a fast travel network,” I said. “Unbelievable.”

      “A temporary one, but yeah. Remember what I told you before? Rifts are doorways.” I felt him look up at the ceiling. “Boom. How do you like me now, Dad?”

      I stepped back through the Rift and into the Sands, still unable to fully grasp the implications of the Hall. If we could go anywhere, I no longer had to worry about discovering places before I could send a Caravan there.

      No more hours wasted in transit, at least for a few days.

      And Trade Packs… there was something there, too; we could easily pick up an item on one side of the world and cross over to the other in the blink of an eye.

      It’d be easy to stock the Sands with water and food, too, regardless of what happened with the tree.

      I looked down at Frank. “Alright man. I gotta admit it—you knocked it out of the park with this one. This is beyond anything I was hoping for. Thank you.”

      “Ugh.”

      “What? You told me to thank you at the end. You said I’d have to thank you like nine times.”

      “Sure, but I didn’t think you’d actually do it. Wow. I don’t know where your self-respect went, but you ought to try and find it.”

      “Yeah yeah,” I said, grinning. “Whatever, I appreciate it. This is gonna change everything for us. I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around it.”

      “Most importantly, it will allow me to spend more time with Darling.”

      “That is actually true, yeah. I should probably tell her about this too before the guild starts running back.”

      I sent her a quick message about the Hall of Rifts and what it was capable of, then said we could talk more at the Guild Hall. I also sent one to House to see if she wanted to join us in the Stronghold, and she replied that she was already there.

      Still feeling elated, I jogged into the cave that led into the Stronghold and through the empty house that sealed it off.

      The Suncaps were out in full force, and while House must have harvested her trees already, the cavern floor was full of saplings reaching for the blue light that was shining down from above.

      Several of the guild’s structures had completed too—homes and forges and farms and all manner of buildings—and the Stronghold was really starting to feel like a real, subterranean city.

      I ran up the front steps of the Guild Hall and pushed through the double doors. House was sitting at the end of a table near the back of the room, with Bella in her lap.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      “Have I died and gone to heaven?” Frank said. “Nah, can’t have, you’re still here. What is this? Am I seeing this correctly? Tell me I’m seeing this correctly or my soul will be devastated beyond repair.”

      “I think you’ve got the right of it,” I said, sighing. “Not sure about the how, and I’m a little afraid to ask about the why, but yes.”

      House’s entire table was covered in sleeping cats.

      Maybe a dozen of them in all in varying colors and sizes, the largest of which looked more like a mountain lion than a pet.

      I crossed the space, pulled out a chair, and sat down in front of her.

      “Hey House. So, what’s new?”

      “Hello,” House said. “Congratulations on gaining access to the Hall of Rifts. I too have been very successful of late, as I now possess thirteen cats.”

      “Pull me out and put me on one of those cats right now,” Frank said.

      I didn’t want him to start yelling, so I took him out of his sheath and leaned him up against an orange tabby that was sleeping to House’s left.

      “Oh yeah,” Frank said. “That’s the good stuff. Now move me around slightly. But not enough to wake her up because that would be rude.”

      I did.

      “House, why did you buy twelve more cats?”

      “Because I could not find a thirteenth cat,” House said. “But I tried very hard to locate one, and I intend to keep trying.”

      “I get that,” Frank said.

      “It’s weirding me out that you guys are in agreeance here,” I said. “Where did you buy them?”

      “I purchased them at the Auction House,” she said. “They were extremely affordable, and I only spent currency that I acquired myself.”

      “I don’t care about the gold, House. You can buy whatever you want.” I almost asked her why she’d bought them again, but I figured I’d get the same answer, so I changed it up. “But is there a reason you decided you needed thirteen cats?”

      “In truth, my calculations to date suggest that ten is the minimum number of cats one ought to possess in order to remain soothed at all times.”

      “How’s that?”

      “I wanna pet a different cat,” Frank said, so I handed him to House, who used him to stroke the still-sleeping Bella.

      “Through rigorous testing,” House said, “I have come to the conclusion that any given cat only loves its owner approximately 10% of the time. I have thus acquired more than ten cats, which means that I can reasonably assume that, at any given moment, one of my cats is currently loving me and is therefore available for soothing.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “But I intend to acquire several more cats to account for statistical variance.”

      I sighed, but it transitioned into a laugh.

      “I mean, whatever. As long as it makes you happy, I’m good with it. I’m not sure how the guild is going to feel about having their hall turned into a daycare for cats, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough.

      “They’re heading here now, by the way. You’re more than welcome to stay, but there will probably be a lot of people and it might get loud.”

      “I am unconcerned with the volume and presence of others,” House said. “I am happy to announce that I no longer struggle with anxiety.”

      I blinked at her. “Wow. That’s pretty good progress.”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “It’s been two days.”

      “I feel as though I ought to clarify my previous statement as, in hindsight, I recognize that it overstated my progress,” House said. “I still experience anxiety in all things, and I expect that to always be the case.

      “However, on a more positive note, I believe that through a combination of reading existentialist philosophy and acquiring a critical mass of cats, I have come to terms with the unbearable weight of existence.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Well, that still seems pretty promising, so… way to go, House. I’m proud of you.”

      “Yeah, good job filling the hall with cats,” Frank said. “This is way cooler than anything Ned’s ever done.”

      “I gotta ask,” I said. “Did the philosophy really help that much in the end?”

      “No,” House said. “I estimate that nearly 97% of my success was due to cat acquisition.”

      “I could have told you that,” Frank said. “I mean, look at them. They’re like tiny, sleepy gods.”

      “I too appreciate that they are very small and perpetually tired, though they never seem to do anything.”

      “Exactly.”

      I heard laughter outside the inn, and it wasn’t long before the doors burst open and Darling and Nina popped through. Rock loomed behind them, blocking the view of everyone else.

      Faced with the sight of House and her cats, Darling stopped short in the entryway, while Nina squealed, sprinted over, and snatched one of them up in her arms.

      “So cute!” she said. “Can I have one?”

      “Absolutely not,” House said.

      I stifled a laugh as Nina sat down across from me and Rock dropped into the chair next to her, while Darling headed straight for the bar.

      A few other guild members joined her in assaulting the poor bartender with way too many orders at once, but most of the group seated themselves around the tables or the many hearths, content to laugh and chat about the raid.

      “Just no?” Nina said.

      “Most certainly not,” House said. “Giving away even a single cat would result in a decided shift toward the lower end of my CPT.”

      “CPT?” Nina said.

      “Cat Possession Threshold.”

      Nina drew back slightly. “How was I supposed to know what that stood for? And what is a Cat Possession Threshold?”

      “How are you liking that dagger?” I said, just to change the subject. “Saw you pick it up but didn’t have time to ask how good it was.”

      Nina flicked her wrist and the blade appeared out of thin air, already dancing between her fingertips. “Love it, love it, love it. Deals a burst of fire damage for every stack of poison I’ve already applied. Haven’t had a chance to stab anything with it yet, but I’m a huge fan.”

      “Glad to hear it.” I pulled up my Rift Map and gave it a quick scan, but I still didn’t see what I needed.

      “How about that Hall of Rifts?” Darling said as she headed over, six mugs in hand. She doled them all out, set an extra mug on the table between the group, and sat down beside me.

      “Unbelievable,” I said.

      “So many possibilities,” she said.

      “It’s incredible.” I paused. “What’s with the extra mug?”

      “That dark one’s not an extra. It’s for Frank.”

      “Aw shucks,” he said. “It’s a shame I can’t drink. Seems like a toast in my honor is in order.”

      “Nonsense,” I said. I motioned at House, and she surprised me by actually understanding the gesture and handing Frank back over.

      So I dropped him shaft-first into his mug.

      “Hey! You ungrateful little… huh.”

      “What?” I said, already reaching for him. “Too far?”

      “Nah, I kinda like this. I can smell the hops and the bubbles are making me feel all tingly. It’s like a really sticky jacuzzi but in a surprisingly good way.”

      I grimaced and took a sip of beer. I felt like I needed a palate cleanser after that.

      It was light and refreshing—likely the same one I’d enjoyed the last time around—and a quick glance around the group and what they were drinking made me think that Darling had memorized everyone’s orders, or at least their preferences.

      “What a day,” Nina said. “World-first, then day drinking?”

      “It was a good one,” Rock said in a gravelly voice.

      Darling’s eyes went wide. She swallowed and looked as if she was about to say something to Rock, but Nina kicked her under the table and shook her head slightly.

      I was thrilled to hear the big guy speak, but I thought remarking on it would probably embarrass him, and even Frank had shut up about his beer bath, so apparently he was on the same page.

      Then House abruptly stood up and snapped her gaze down at Rock.

      I grabbed the side of her belt beneath the table and tried to tug her back into her seat as I was already fearing the worst, but she wasn’t having it.

      “You have a nice voice,” she said. She held Bella out across the table. “Would you like to hold my cat?”

      Rock broke into the first real smile I’d seen from him and accepted the small, dark animal, who looked tiny in his hands but seemed happy enough with the trade.

      He cradled Bella to his chest as if she were fragile, and Nina leaned in a little closer and rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m both intrigued and concerned by how much I like being in this beer,” Frank said.

      I sighed. “Normal.”

      “We could get you something bubblier for the next round,” Darling said. “Champagne, maybe?”

      “I like the way you think,” Frank said. He dropped his voice. “And everything about you in general.”

      “Smooth,” I said. “But a little louder next time.”

      The group lapsed into idle conversation from there, and soon Frank did indeed get a glass of champagne, which he also had predictably mixed feelings about.

      Two more of my Caravan routes reached their destinations as the afternoon wore on and the empty mugs added up, bringing my Auction Network to a total of eight cities.

      And while it was a wonderful feeling to just sit and drink with everybody, to feel like I belonged for once—like I was well and truly welcome—I was restless, because I still had my eye on another prize.

      One that was even bigger than the Hall of Rifts.

      I pulled my Rift Map out for what must have been the twentieth time, and, finally, there it was. After more than an hour of checking the map every couple of minutes, the Rift I’d been waiting for had appeared.

      I slammed the map down on the table and tapped the Rift with my index finger. “Sorry to interrupt, but are you guys seeing this?”

      Darling leaned across me to get a better look. “What about it? It’s just a Lesser Rift, right?”

      I stood up so fast that my chair tumbled back behind me and banged off the floor.

      The chatter that had been omnipresent a moment earlier quieted at once, and every pair of eyes in the room snapped my way.

      “Yes and no,” I said. “It’s not about the Rift itself. It’s about the location.”

      “We haven’t been out that way,” Darling said, and the others echoed her concern. “So I’m not sure what I’m looking at.”

      I circled the island that the Rift had appeared on. “This is where Tyrann birthed his God.” I ran my finger in a wider circle around the small landmass. “This is where he’s had his blockade running for the last couple days. Huge circle of boats. Dozens, maybe hundreds of players. Could be even bigger than that now.”

      I tapped the Rift one last time. “And if you guys are still up for it, this is our way through it all. This is our ticket to killing a God.”

      I let that sink in. “But with every minute we wait, this thing is going to get stronger until it eventually becomes invincible, permanent, whatever.

      “But look, you guys would be going up against Tyrann and his army. And once those battle lines are drawn, there won’t be any going back. We’ll be fully out in the open as allies, and you’ll instantly pick up a huge number of enemies.

      “And that Rift could close in twenty minutes or less if somebody’s already working on it. Hell, it could close before we reach the Hall of Rifts, or it might close the moment we jump through it and leave us stranded in the middle of a war that ten thousand people are going to think you started.

      “I don’t even know—we could be walking into a gigantic buzzsaw. But whatever you guys decide to do, I think I need to give it a shot.

      “I don’t have time to get into it right now, but if Tyrann’s God becomes permanent, then I am royally screwed. And I don’t think I’ll ever have a better opportunity.”

      I leaned down and scanned the faces around me, trying to read them, but I came up empty. I took a deep breath, pulse racing.

      “So… what do you guys think?”
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      Darling raised her mug of dark beer to her lips, tipped it up, and drank.

      And drank, and drank, until the mug was empty and Frank was buzzing at my side.

      She dropped her voice to a whisper. “This is gonna be a hard sell Ned, so brace yourself for a no.”

      Then she slammed the empty mug onto the table so hard it shattered, and she was left holding what remained of the glassy handle.

      She stood up and looked around the hall, which was even quieter than it had been before.

      “Anybody feel like killing a streamer’s God, changing the course of the game forever, and quite possibly getting famous overnight?”

      There was a beat of silence, then the whole guild was either yelling their support or getting to their feet or pounding their drinks.

      Darling winked at me. “Guess I misjudged that one. Turns out that was an extremely easy sell.”

      I laughed, more out of relief than anything else.

      “Apparently. But you’re sure this is what you want?”

      “Look around,” she said. “Honestly, you shouldn’t need to ask at this point. I told you under the tree that we wanted in on whatever you were planning, and you’ve helped us out every step of the way. The Stronghold, the raid, the firsts, everything. It’s all thanks to you. And that goes triple for Frank.”

      “I deserve that,” he said.

      She punched my arm. “Of course we’re with you. And even if we weren’t, it’s not like opportunities to kill a God come around every day.”

      “So,” Nina said. “World-first, day drink, kill God, then drinking round two?”

      “Sounds like a lovely afternoon,” Frank said.

      Darling cleared her throat.

      “Alright everybody, if you want in, you need to ping me or one of the core members for a raid invite. You’ve got 60 seconds to finish your drinks, buff up, and get back to the Hall of Rifts. We’re on the clock here—we want that thing dead within ten minutes.”

      “And I want to be back to double fisting drinks in eleven,” Nina added.

      “Alright then,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

      “I would like to join,” House said, “but another cat is sleeping in my lap and I am therefore unable to move for an indeterminate amount of time.”

      “That’s fine, House. You can hold down the fort.” I pursed my lips. “Never mind. You can guard the cats.”

      “A truly noble charge,” Frank said.

      I grabbed him out of his glass of champagne and flicked him to get the moisture off, then slammed him into his loop and joined the steady stream of players that was already filtering out of the Guild Hall.

      A raid invite from Darling came in, which I accepted, and she slotted me into group 2 as I jumped off the front steps of the hall and ran for the cave’s exit.

      “Frank? You got anything that might help us out here? Maybe some information on the location of the nearest graveyard if somebody dies on the island?”

      “Koria. Pretty long walk as far as corpse runs go, probably take them four or five minutes to respawn.”

      That was a win, but we wouldn’t be able to count on the dead staying dead for long.

      I popped out of the cave into the sunshine and the warm sand, with the nearest Rift spinning only a short distance away.

      The guild was steadily disappearing into it, jumping in one after the other. I ran for it and hopped in, landing in the Hall of Rifts alongside maybe twenty other people.

      I wove my way through the buzzing crowd and up to the altar.

      Darling popped into the Hall and ran up beside me. “Is the Rift still there?”

      I pointed at it. “Still there for now.”

      “You sure you wanna push it immediately? I could get a group organized for the next time a Rift comes along.”

      I shook my head. “All of their strongest people are probably still raiding, and the God will never be any weaker than it is right now. And if word on what the Hall of Rifts can do gets out, Tyrann will drop the blockade and change his tactics. This is too perfect to pass up. And it could be our only chance.”

      “So how do you wanna play it?”

      “Fast,” I said. I tapped the Rift on the panel and it opened up between two columns to my right. I’d been hoping to get a view of the island through it, but it looked like the Rift was facing the beach and the open water beyond.

      “We go in hard after the God and wipe the floor with anyone who gets in our way. But we need to go now. If this Rift closes…”

      “Loud and clear,” Darling said.

      “Small problem that only I can fix,” Frank said.

      “Shoot,” I said.

      “Darling’s guild is gonna need to be at war with the Cult. Otherwise they’re gonna get crushed by player-killing penalties. There are still some downsides though; if someone you’re at war with kills you, the death penalties are substantially steeper when it comes to drop rates and Renown losses.”

      “Don’t care,” Darling said. “How do I declare a war?”

      “Any guild or religion leader can declare a Retaliatory War. Only problem is that you’d need someone in the guild who’d already been declared on.”

      Darling smiled at me. “Oh. Well, lucky us.”

      The invite came in before I had a chance to respond.

      
        
        Player {Darling} has invited you to join the guild: {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}

        Accept?

      

      

      And this time around? I didn’t even need to think about it.

      
        
        You joined the Guild: {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}!

      

      

      A new chat window filled with green text lit up with a mixture of welcomes and what-took-so-damn-longs, so I sent a quick thank you and eyed the Rift.

      “I’ll declare on them the moment we pop through,” Darling said, then she faced the group. “Alright everybody, get close to the Rift and form up. I’ve got you arranged in cells—each group has at least one healer so protect them well. We don’t really know what we’re up against so stick close, listen for callouts, and if something with a red nameplate moves, kill it fast.”

      With a few seconds left to kill, I crafted up some runes to tweak my kit. I went back and forth over whether or not to include a Rune of Rapid Binding to enhance Fettering Shot, but in the end I wanted to be able to cleave down as many players as needed, so I went with a Rune of Piercing on all three of my weapons and a Rune of Shattering on one of my pistols.

      Then I loaded two blasts into my blunderbuss and switched to my pistols.

      “Ten seconds!” Darling said.

      “You mind giving me a tiny head start?” I said. “Just a couple seconds before you declare. After all the crap that I’ve dealt with from Tyrann, I’d like to be the first thing they see.”

      “And the last thing they see,” Frank said.

      “Right. Pop in, kill somebody right away, message sent.”

      “Instead of somebody, how about several people? That’d make for a stronger message.”

      “Several people it is.”

      “Ohh. How about a dozen? No, wait—a baker’s dozen. We kill one guy and see how it feels, make adjustments as needed, then kill the rest.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see.”

      “Right, you’re up,” Darling said. “Everybody else, we’re moving in five seconds after Ned pops through.”

      I jumped through the Rift and landed on a white sand beach with the ocean glimmering in front of me and an unbroken line of boats blocking the horizon.

      Someone gasped behind me, so I put on my best smile and whipped around with my blunderbuss pressed to my shoulder.

      A group of four hostile players who had apparently been heading for the Rift had stopped dead maybe ten feet away from me: a tank that wielded two shields, two casters in matching blue robes, and a ranger with a miniature crossbow in each hand.

      “Good afternoon!” I said.

      I set my feet and blasted a Gravity Bird across the bright sand between us. I detonated it between all four of the hostile players, bunched them up together, then took two quick steps forward and unloaded a pair of instant, piercing blasts with my blunderbuss before any of them could escape.

      Two giant ravens ripped through the group for amounts between 625 and 950, and both of the spellcasters dropped on the spot.

      I finished the crossbow user off with a Dark Harvest, then hit the tank with a second as the cooldown reset.

      And by the time the tank hit the ground face-first, I was already reloading my blunderbuss.

      “What do you call that, Frank?”

      “A promising beginning.”

      “Fair.” I scanned the island, which was smaller than I’d expected—it was roughly circular and about 100 yards across—and housed only a single building: a massive, three-story church above which a pale maelstrom of Faith was spinning.

      The white tornado I’d seen earlier had expanded into a veritable hurricane, and though there were no winds to speak of, the Faith-filled sky above was spinning at a supernatural rate but for a tight circle of blue situated directly above the church.

      
        
        System Alert: In retribution for {The Cult of Information}’s declaration of Holy War against {Ned, The Piratical}, the Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} has declared a Retaliatory War!

      

      

      Darling rushed out of the portal and ran up beside me with her sword held in both hands, and the rest of the guild started pouring out of the Rift and onto the beach.

      She nudged one of the bodies with the tip of an armored boot. “Okay then. You weren’t kidding.”

      “Nope.” I pointed at the ring of boats, some of which were already turning toward the island. “But now they know we’re here. And if their heavies were raiding a few seconds ago, I’d bet anything that they’re already on the way.”

      And with Koria’s Bridge Rift situated just outside the city, that gave us a very short window.

      I started heading for the church.  “We need to move! The God’s gotta be in that building and there’s no way it’s alone.”

      “You heard him!” Darling said. “Melee to the front lines! Push in and flush them out!”

      Once I was within about 40 yards of the church, I dropped to one knee in the sand, switched to my rifle. I applied a piercing rune to the weapon, activated Doppelganger for some extra damage, then started overcharging a Ravenblast while my clone did the same thing beside me.

      The guild streamed by, with Darling, Rock, Ton, and Jukes out in front.

      The church’s huge double doors boomed open and a tide of hostile players flooded out.

      But that was precisely what I’d been hoping for, and there was a reason I’d set up 40 yards out when my rifle had a 60-yard range—I wanted my first spells to punch deep into the church.

      I let my overcharged blast rip the moment it was ready, then aimed slightly left and copied it with Double Cast while my Doppelganger duplicated my every move.

      The gun kicked back into my shoulder and all of the sand within six feet of me lifted up and rushed away in a bright cloud.

      The enormous gray ravens blitzed forward, passed to either side of Darling, then punched right through the enemy forces and drove deep into the church before detonating with two deep booms that I felt in my chest.

      A cloud of impossible numbers filled the air above the front steps of the church: the hits ranged from the low 1000s all the way up to a titanic 2800 damage crit.

      The Doppelganger’s numbers were far lower thanks to the fact that it only inherited about 40% of my offensive statistics, but the extra damage was ridiculous with so many targets in play.

      The enemy players dropped in a wave from front to back, five or ten or even fifteen of them at once, and probably more within the church.

      “A bit sparkly for my tastes,” Frank said, “but that was otherwise acceptable.”

      “Need some serious healing back here!” I said, because my Health was absolutely tanking thanks to the blowback from Double Cast, vamp shield and all.

      “I can do you one better!” Zoe said as she ran by me. “New toy!”

      A small emerald cloud appeared above my head and immediately burst, showering me in lukewarm rain.

      My Health stopped falling all at once, then ticked up slightly.

      “She dispelled the DoT,” Frank said. “Must have picked up a stronger version.”

      “Thank you!” I said.

      Darling and Ton leaped almost simultaneously and crashed down amidst the corpses that lined the stairs, right in front of the doors.

      “Push in!” Darling said. “Watch your healers and keep an eye on your line of sight!”

      She activated her Hexdoll Aura and greenish runes covered her blade as she charged up the steps and then disappeared into the building. The interior of the church flashed green several times in quick succession, and her Health dropped only to quickly recover.

      “Get in there and protect Darling with your life,” Frank said.

      I eyed the ring of boats. They were only a couple of hundred yards off, and it looked like some of them had motors judging by the glowing wakes they were leaving behind.

      Then the Rift we’d entered through vanished, and a pair of players appeared in its place.

      My breath caught in my throat. Our escape route no longer existed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I hit one of the new arrivals with a Dreadful Shot and the other with a Fettering, then Water Jetted myself backward across the sand, twisted around, and hit the ground already running for the church.

      Maybe a third of the guild had already made it inside—mostly melee—and the interior of the building was awash in flashing colors as spells crackled and exploded within its grand walls. And with each pulse of magic, the church’s many stained-glass windows strobed in technicolor fashion.

      I eyed our raid frames; our healers were burning through their Mana quicker than I’d have liked, especially the ones who were supporting the front liners, but we hadn’t lost a single member yet.

      I glanced at my Rift Map as I split the gap between two of our healers and sprinted for the front lines, hoping I’d spot another Rift on the island, but I found none.

      But at this point I was well aware that Rifts appeared in the areas where the world was changing too fast, so maybe we could spawn another one if we managed to kill the God?

      The damn thing had already given Tyrann multiple Ripples thus far, so it seemed like killing it should proc a third.

      “Two players behind me that I feared and rooted!” I said, and four of our ranged damage-dealers turned as one and absolutely melted them.

      I switched to my pistols and readied a pair of blasts as I ran up the steps and into the church. The ceiling was high and elegantly vaulted, and the main chamber was maybe thirty feet across and almost a hundred feet deep, with row after row of pews and a wide walkway between them.

      A few of our healers had fanned out to either side of the entryway, and our front line was scrambling over the pews and trying to bludgeon their way through a solid wall of players who had their own healers positioned in the back.

      And at the far end of the room, a man made of pure fire hung suspended some ten feet in the air, his arms outstretched, his chin tucked to his chest.

      He was so bright that he was hard to look at for long, and though his eyes burned an acetylene blue, his fiery lips had been sewn shut with some sort of dark thread.

      
        
        {Sarchelious, The Silent Furnace} (Level 13 Minor Deity) (World Boss)

        HP: 65,758/500,000

        MP: 245,042/3,000,000

      

      

      The God’s maximum Health and Mana pools were stunning, and for a split second I couldn’t figure out what was going on; the guild couldn’t possibly have inflicted that much damage.

      But then I realized the floating figure’s Health was ticking up at a steady rate, gaining about a hundred Health every few seconds.

      So maybe it would become permanent when its Health hit 100%? And at the rate it was going, that was only going to be a matter of hours.

      “Watch the aggro radius on the God!” Darling said. “It’s hostile and targetable!”

      I eyed the front lines. We were pushing the enemy back at a steady rate, but very few of them were actually dying, and a pair of our healers had already exhausted most of their Mana.

      “Frank,” I said. “Let’s play a game. Help me pick the healer that needs to die first.”

      “Hell yeah!” Frank said. “D-grade healer, yellow robes, back right-hand corner.”

      I couldn’t quite reach the caster in question with my pistols, so I dumped my two prepared ravens into the mob and dropped a few low Health players, then switched to my rifle and started casting again.

      I sent another huge, piercing raven through the group and right at the healer Frank had marked.

      The spell exploded off the player’s thigh for 1253 and dropped him from full Health into Harvest range. And though he was quick enough to throw up a yellow shield before I could execute him, my Harvest crit and finished him off, shield and all.

      “Another D-grade, middle left,” Frank said. “55% Health.”

      I lined up another shot which crit and dropped the healer.

      The numbers I was pulling were unusually high; it seemed like these players were far from Tyrann’s best. They were probably the only ones who’d been willing to camp out in a church on the off chance that somebody showed up.

      But we still had the boats incoming, and another quick glance at my Rift Map didn’t reveal a way out.

      A healer made the mistake of getting just a tiny bit too close to the front lines and I caught him with a Dreadful Shot to take him out of the fight for a little while.

      “AoE on my mark!” I said as Gravity Bird came off cooldown. I wasn’t sure anyone was going to hear me over the flying spells and projectiles and the chaos of it all, but I targeted the very center of the enemy’s front line and detonated it just behind them.

      Their heavily armored players flew backward into the black hole, and our casters and rangers lit up the grouped players with a hail of metal and fire and ice.

      Our front line surged forward and spread out, jumping on the healers and ranged damage-dealers at the back who no longer had the protection they needed.

      Tyrann’s forces panicked and scattered, and all of their healers went down in a matter of seconds.

      With the healers out of the way, we ran roughshod over everyone that remained, though a handful of their more mobile players managed to flee the church before we could finish them off.

      “Form up!” Darling said. “Groups 1 through 3 are burning the God! I want everybody else zoning the doors and blowing up anybody who even tries to step into the church. Ton, you’ve got lead for the zoning crew, keep us posted on their reinforcements and whether or not you need help!”

      “Got it!” the tank said, rumbling toward the doors and taking up a position a few feet inside the church.

      I stepped up beside Darling, and the first three groups took up positions around the God.

      “Sorry, bad news,” I said. “Somebody finished that Rift we arrived through. Our escape route’s gone.”

      Darling winced. “That’s not good. I was expecting some deaths but if the whole guild gets dropped with those harsher death penalties… that’s painful to think about.”

      “I don’t see the problem,” Frank said. “Target’s already technically at 13%. It’s practically begging to be executed.”

      “I think he’s actually got the right of it,” I said. “If we can kill the God, that’ll probably force a Ripple that opens more Rifts. And with a bit of luck, we might spawn one nearby.”

      “Alright,” Darling said. “We can worry about the escape route when the time comes. Let’s just make sure that this God drops before we do.” She cleared her throat. “Jukes, pull it! We gotta hit it hard before reinforcements arrive!”

      The slender tank rolled right between Darling and me but stopped short a few feet of the floating, fiery boss.

      “Starting with Hateful Ice!” he said.

      He dashed up directly below the mob and activated his ability. The fire-haired God gazed down at him, cocked his head to the side, then dropped out of the air and landed as if he were weightless.

      A dome of fire exploded out from him, blasting Jukes several feet backward and sending the wave of ice he’d created up in a cloud of steam.

      “Hateful Ice’s root component didn’t work but it’s still transferring Threat,” Frank said.

      I switched to my rifle for the added Magical Attack and cast Dark Harvest, then copied it with Double Cast to make sure that Jukes had the Threat he needed to start the fight.

      The melee crew crashed into position and launched into executes of their own while the ranged damage-dealers filled the back of the church with magic and metal.

      Sarchelious’ thread-bound lips curved into a smile as Jukes regained his feet. The God splayed his hands out wide and twirled in place, spouting two great jets of fire that extended almost halfway through the church.

      Two of our melee users got caught in the initial burst and one of them died on the spot, but the rest of the close-range players were quick enough to spot the pattern, and they danced around the boss in two large groups, running in a tight circle and attacking on the move to ensure they stayed in front of one fiery jet and behind the other.

      Meanwhile, the ranged players including me simply fell back out of the attack’s range and resumed their assault.

      “Target falling fast,” Frank said, as two of my ravens connected for 250 and 280. “God at 11%.”

      “Ton?” Darling said from only a few feet in front of one of the jets. “Update?”

      “We’re holding back here but it’s getting dicey!” the tank called back. “Rogue just popped out of nowhere and merced two players before we jumped on him!”

      I hit the God with another pair of ravens, then twisted around.

      I could only see a tiny fraction of the island through the open doors and beyond our hulking tank, but the boats had reached the beach and players with red name tags were flooding toward us.

      They didn’t seem to have the numbers I’d feared, though. The boats only appeared to carry one or two players apiece, which made me think that Tyrann had been depending on the blockade to spot incoming enemies so he could respond with a larger force rather than counting on the boats to stop them cold.

      Still, we’d be vastly outnumbered if those rates held up across Tyrann’s entire fleet, and the thought of that many players heading for the church made me wonder if I’d made a terrible mistake, if I might have pulled the guild into a war with lasting consequences while delivering Frank to Tyrann’s forces in one fell swoop.

      But if those approaching players were as low level as the ones who’d been guarding the church, then maybe we’d have a chance at fighting our way out if we managed to kill the God.

      Two blue fireballs exploded off Ton’s bulky armor then, but the tank held his ground with the aid of our healers.

      Holding the narrow corridor seemed doable for now—every single enemy player that charged into the entryway and tried to get by Ton was getting melted by the concentrated fire of two full groups—but I had no idea how we were going to push our way out when this fight was done.

      Or where the hell we’d go from there.

      “God at 8%!” Frank said.

      I whipped back around and released another pair of blasts at the God. The boss cut off its spinning attack and pointed a finger up at the ceiling, and six molten fireballs appeared above us and floated slowly toward the ground.

      “The fireballs are targetable!” I said. “But they’ve got a ton of Health, 35k a pop! Might as well just kill the God!”

      Sarchelious summoned a molten poleaxe out of thin air and surged across the distance between him and Jukes, embers flying behind him.

      The tank held his ground, then rolled sideways at the last moment. The God’s weapon cut into the stone floor as if it were water, and black smoke hissed out of the smooth wound it left behind.

      “Boss at 6%,” Frank said.

      The God was definitely dropping at a steady rate, but I didn’t think we were going to have enough time to finish him off before the fireballs reached the ground.

      I tossed a Gravity Bird up between the descending fireballs and tried to pull them all together, and when that failed I strafed toward the front of the church and lined up some piercing shots.

      I threw out a pair of icy ravens and managed to clip three of the orbs at once, so I followed up with another round and was thrilled to see the fireballs pause in the air as my Rune of Shattering locked them in place with icy novas.

      The icy bonds melted away into steam almost instantly, but at least I’d gotten some information.

      “You can root and maybe snare the fireballs!” I said. “But ice barely works!”

      “Group 3,” Darling said. “Dump your crowd control! If anybody’s got a slow they can keep applied, prioritize that over dealing damage!”

      “5%,” Frank said.

      I stared at the God’s Health bar as the fight wore on, wincing with every explosion that occurred behind me, dreading the descent of the fireballs, and watching as raid frame after raid frame grayed out as the losses added up and the pressure ramped up on Ton’s group.

      And if the tide didn’t turn soon…

      I shook my head and popped Doppleganger for the clone and the extra damage it would put out.

      The raid was doing an admirable job with rooting and snaring the fireballs, but one of the six was now a couple of feet off the floor, and the stone was charring beneath it.

      “3%!” Frank said.

      “We’re so close!” Darling said.

      “Fading hard back here!” Ton said. “Reinforcements have arrived and I’ve got a hard-hitting caster suppressing my incoming healing! I might drop!”

      I fired off another round of spells as Jukes ducked Sarchelious’ horizontal swing and retaliated with a jab with his icy staff.

      “Frank, can you pick out that caster?”

      “Obviously,” he said.

      I Clonedrifted away as the boss dropped to 2%. I whipped out my rifle and crouched down behind Ton.

      The entryway beyond him was a no-man’s-land of exploding spells and projectiles, and once again I found myself worrying about Frank, about the ramifications of what I’d just started, about how we were supposed to fight our way out, about everything.

      Then a black, glassy projectile ripped through the entryway and punched into Ton’s thigh.

      “That’s him,” Frank said. “Caster in a black robe, almost 40 yards out.”

      I shouldered my rifle while I readied a Ravenblast and traced the path the black projectile had followed.

      The mage in question was short with a black hood, and though his face was shrouded in darkness, his eyes were glowing red slits.

      I fired the Ravenblast and started a second. My spell raced through the doorway and soared between two warriors who were charging up the steps and crashed into the dark-robed caster.

      The spell crit for 525, meaning I’d finally found someone with serious amounts of resistance, but the caster’s Health pool must have been similar to mine because he was already in Harvest range.

      I threw a Dark Harvest his way and he activated an ability that teleported him backward and out of my spell’s range, but the trio of ghosts were already in motion.

      I fully expected the spell to kill him, but his entire body went shadowy and ethereal as the spell connected and an immune message popped up above his head.

      “That was the cheat death ability,” Frank said. “You would have killed him otherwise, it’ll be on cooldown for a long time.”

      I cursed. “Healing suppressor backed off,” I called out. “Couldn’t drop him in time.”

      “Good enough, thanks!” Ton said.

      I swapped to my pistols and spun around. The lowest fireball was mere inches from the floor, and the stonework itself was bubbling beneath the heat.

      The God had only a tiny sliver of his Health bar left, though it still read 2%.

      I raised my pistols and let fly with spell after spell, glancing between the boss’ Health and the lowest fireball, expecting it to burst at any moment and devastate our tightly packed raid.

      “1%,” Frank said.

      “I’m holding, thanks Ned!” Ton said. “But there’s a huge boat heading our way, and people are still swarming across the beach! Never seen anything like it!”

      “The God’s gonna drop!” Darling said. “It’s really gonna drop!”

      Jukes sidestepped a fiery thrust, and two of my spells passed above the tank’s left shoulder and slammed into the God’s stomach.

      Sarchelious’ Health bar zeroed out and the boss’ fiery eyes darkened in their sockets.

      The God flashed and expanded into a ball of fire, then the fiery conflagration drew back in on itself and detonated in an explosion of golden light that surged harmlessly over our forces and rolled out well beyond the church.

      A prompt followed, and I let out a triumphant yell at the sight.

      
        
        Major Ripple Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} has slain the God of {The Cult of Information}, and their religion has been permanently removed from the world of EBO!

      

        

      
        Awarding Title: {Godslayer}!

      

        

      
        {Godslayer} (Unique Title)

        All damage dealt to players who have chosen a Religion is increased by 2%.

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you reached Renown Rank X: Black Marketeer IV!

        You may now select 1 of 3 permanent Renown buffs!

      

      

      A cheer went up, but Darling shouted right over it.

      “We’re not done! Groups 1 to 3, take a second to heal up if you need it, then push in and secure the entryway! The other groups can pull back and heal up, then we’ll push out together!”

      She knelt in front of the pile of ash that was left of the God and scooped up the lone item the God had dropped, a small sphere that was sparking orange.

      I opened up my Rift Map, heart pounding, ears ringing. I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that we’d actually done it—nor could I really afford to let it sink in with the fight we still had in front of us—but I was desperately hoping that the Ripple we’d just caused had torn open some nearby Rifts.

      Because the last thing I wanted to do was to kill Tyrann’s God only to turn around and hand him Frank as a consolation prize.

      Thankfully, I was right about the Rifts: three of them had appeared on the island, the nearest of which was located on the southern beach, and there were maybe a dozen new ones on the coast of Koria and several more scattered through the Eastlands.

      “Rift to the south!” I said. “That’s our way out!”

      “Great call, we’re punching through in 10 seconds!” Darling said. “Melee, surround the healers and ranged! Stay tight and focus on crowd control—our only goal at this point is getting Ned out with as few losses as possible!”

      I appreciated the thought more than I had time to express, but I hated the idea of walking out of here and leaving friendly corpses behind, and I didn’t want to be the sort of person whose friends paid the price for their victories.

      Whatever Darling had planned, I was going to save every single person I could.

      I was at nearly full Health, so instead of trying to drop combat so I could drink and eat, I stepped in behind Jukes and Rock, both of whom had joined Ton at the chokepoint.

      I stayed right behind them for cover and added some suppressing fire with my pistols as the trio pressed down the corridor, spells exploding all around them.

      Two enemy players came charging up the steps and into the cramped corridor, but Ton smashed his morning star into the ground and threw out a shockwave that rippled the stone and knocked them both onto the ground.

      The two of them were stacked up nicely, so I froze them in place with some pistol blasts, then switched to my blunderbuss and dropped them both with a stored spell.

      I reloaded my weapon, but something truly massive caught my eye out on the ocean.

      The boat Ton had mentioned was drawing close—the thing had five masts and it was easily three times the size of my Galley—and the name floating above it was unmistakable.

      
        
        {Tyrann’s Cruiser}

      

      

      There were tons of other vessels as well of various different shapes and sizes, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Tyrann’s boat.

      “We need to punch out together or we’re going to get dogpiled!” I said. “The real fleet is heading our way and those are probably their raiders!”

      “Go!” Darling said from directly behind me, and I could hear the guild members storming down the corridor behind her. “Everybody push!”

      A Rogue with 25% Health remaining vanished at the base of the stairs and reappeared in midair above me with both daggers held high.

      I dropped him with a blast to the chest. Rock caught the dead player by the collar of his leather tunic with one huge hand and tossed his lifeless body down the stairs.

      Finally, we pushed out into the open and our melee users surged out onto the steps, where dead Cultists had left a tremendous amount of sparking gear behind.

      About forty players were arranged in a rough arc around the front of the church, and a good number of them looked to be wearing decent equipment.

      The Rift we needed was spinning maybe fifty feet off, a number of boats were beached in front of it, and Tyrann’s hulking vessel was heading directly for it with the rest of his fleet close behind.

      More of our melee users flooded out around me, and the healers stepped out and went to work.

      “Push south!” Darling said. “If you reach the Rift, get out! And grab what loot you can along the way!”

      Our front lines collided and a chaotic battle ensued where our melee users fought for as long as they could before darting back out of the scrum for healing, only to reenter a moment later.

      It seemed like we had the upper hand when it came to gear and levels, but with the massive fleet bearing down on us, all Tyrann’s forces had to do was slow us down.

      I reloaded my blunderbuss. “I’m opening a gap! We need to make a run for it before their heavies arrive or we’re done!”

      “On your mark!” Darling said. “Everybody out of the church?”

      “Church is clear!” Nina said.

      I eyed the group and swapped to my pistols. I fired one Gravity Bird roughly to the center-right, then Double Casted a second to center-left.

      I detonated both spells just a little behind their front lines, dividing their forces and yanking maybe 10 players into each black hole.

      Our melee users stormed forward into the gap and attacked the enemies to either side, slashing and shield bashing and using every tool at their disposal to keep the space open as the casters and the ranged players raced through it.

      I dashed in close to the leftmost black hole as I ran by and pumped two instant ravens into it, obliterating the vast majority of the players I’d locked up, and a Harvest was enough to turn the tightly gathered mob into a pile of corpses.

      “I’m so torn,” Frank said. “So much death, yet I’m totally bloodless.”

      “Thought you’d be happy,” I said as I switched to my pistols and targeted the other black hole with a pair of ravens.

      The spell was about to expire and several of the players had already used movement abilities to escape the spell’s pull, but they were still grouped in close enough to allow for plenty of icy novas thanks to my shattering rune.

      “I don’t even know what my body count is at this point,” I said.

      “42,” Frank said.

      “Yeah, you would be counting.”

      I backpedaled toward the Rift and released a pair of ravens as my Gravity Bird expired.

      “Casters!” Darling said. “Fears and snares if you got them, peel off the melee and help them disengage! Melee, pop your mobility skills and get out, we’re almost home! Ned, get the hell out of here!”

      I kept moving toward the Rift, but slowed my pace. I still had my defensive cooldowns, and after everything they’d done for me, I couldn’t just pop away the first chance I got.

      Our melee users turned and ran for the Rift while our spellcasters filled the field with zoning effects: a snowy blizzard that snared and damaged everyone nearby; a wall of smoke and fire that totally obscured the ground behind it; a quartet of gray twisters that ripped through the enemy ranks and did little damage but succeeded in yanking people up off their feet and carrying them a substantial distance.

      I kept blasting and backpedaling until I reached the Rift, but when I got to it, I couldn’t bring myself to jump through.

      The guild’s healers were streaming into the portal and the casters and ranged damage-dealers were close behind, but a few of the melee users including Ton were limping toward the Rift, and our zoning spells wouldn’t last forever.

      “Tyrann’s boat is on the other side of the Rift and closing fast,” Frank said.

      I feared a Rogue away from a slowed Ton with a Dreadful Shot, then rooted a heavily armored player just as he was getting ready to jump onto our rear ranks.

      Ton popped free, but there were three other melee users behind him. The big tank took two long steps toward the portal, shook his head, then turned around and leaped right back into the fight.

      He created a shockwave that stunned several of the nearest enemy players, then shouted two words that I didn’t catch and a pulse of dark energy flared around him.

      The nearest enemy players around him scattered with fear icons above their heads, and many of them went running straight into the blizzard.

      Everyone looked clear after that, so I switched gears to picking off what few players were managing to wade through our zoning effects.

      “Tyrann coming in hot behind you, way in front of the boat!” Frank said as the last of the guild members started streaming by me and leaping into the Rift. “Most everybody is clear, get us outta here!”

      I twisted around.

      Tyrann was sprinting above the waves with a long, silvery sword in each hand, and a pair of golden wings flared out behind him.

      He was moving so quickly that the waters were erupting behind him, and his massive vessel wasn’t far behind, the rest of his fleet to either side of it.

      Some of the zoning effects were starting to fade, but it seemed like we’d inflicted enough damage to turn our pursuers away, and the very last guild members were about to reach the Rift.

      “Frank,” I said. “Any crowd control on Tyrann’s class?”

      “Not unless he’s got a Touchstone. But he’s fast with high damage and decent healing. Why?”

      “I’m thinking that after all this time, after everything that Tyrann has done for us, it’d be rude not to say hello.”

      I stepped up in front of the Rift and equipped my blunderbuss as Tyrann roared toward me, his face contorted with rage.

      And as soon as he closed to within 40 feet, I activated Clonedrift and shot backward across the sand.

      Tyrann teleported across the gap and slashed out with both weapons at once in a mighty strike that kicked up an enormous cloud of sand.

      And the very moment his blades touched my clone, it exploded in a shower of sparks.

      The stun component kicked in and he stood there, frozen at the very edge of the tide’s reach while his boat roared into the shallow waters behind him.

      I stalked toward him, grinning.

      “Say something awesome, quick,” Frank said. “Preferably about me.”

      I dropped my pistols into my inventory, accessed the streamer menu and started recording.

      Then I slipped Frank out of his loop, activated Repel, and held him out in front of me.

      “This is what you’re after, right?”

      “What are you doing?” Frank said.

      “I’m introducing you,” I said. “Tyrann, meet Frank, aka the Axe of Unbridled Knowledge.”

      I cocked back and slapped Tyrann across the face with Frank as hard as I could.

      “Yes!” Frank said.

      The attack didn’t do any damage, but it launched Tyrann backward toward the boat and sent him skimming over the waves like a stone across a pond.

      “Yes yes yes!” Frank said at the top of his nonexistent lungs, and it felt like he was shadowboxing at my side. “You just got Franked, fool!”

      Tyrann bounced off a cresting wave and belly-flopped into the ocean.

      I dropped Frank into his loop, faked a yawn at the surging fleet and the many players that lined the boats—and ported safely into the Hall of Rifts and right back into the middle of the guild, directly in front of Darling.

      There was a beat of silence, then cheers filled the chamber.

      Darling grabbed my shoulders. “Dude! We thought we lost you!”

      “Nope,” I said, grinning. “Didn’t want anyone getting stuck behind. And I felt like I owed Frank a little something for his help with the Hall, and Tyrann was kind enough to offer a hand.”

      “Yes!” Frank said. “Did you see that? I did that. I did that with my face!”

      “What?” Darling said.

      “Here,” I said, laughing the word. I sent her the clip I’d recorded.

      Darling tapped the air and a screen appeared beside her. She swiped at the air, and the screen snapped onto a nearby wall and expanded several times over.

      “You recorded it?” Frank said as the clip started.

      “I sure did,” I said. “I figured you’d wanna watch it over and over again, forever. Like on a loop or something.”

      “Hell yes I do,” Frank said. I felt him point at the screen. “Look—it’s me!”

      Booming laughter reverberated through the hall at the sight of Tyrann bouncing across the waves, but Frank’s voice was by far the loudest.

      “Play it again!” he said, and Darling obliged. “Play it nine more times.”

      Then a trade window with her opened up. She slotted an item into it and hit confirm, so I inspected it.

      
        
        {Heart of the Silent Furnace} (Legendary Augment)

        Description: The still-beating heart of a powerful, prideful God, this item possesses enough magical power to turn a powerful piece of armor into something truly extraordinary.

        Rarity: Legendary

        Uses: 1

      

      

      “The God dropped it,” Darling said. “Your hunt, your prize.”

      “You sure?” I said as I read the description over and over, hope kindling in my chest.

      “Hundred percent,” she said. “Looks like you’ve got a choice to make.”

      I confirmed the trade and popped the item into my hand. It was an orange orb the size of my fist, and it was warm to the touch. I tossed it up into the air and caught it.

      “Yeah. Seems like it.”

      “What’re you gonna use it on?” Darling said.

      “Again!” Frank said. “Play it again!”

      She did.

      I shook my head. “I’ve got something other than armor in mind.”

      “Fair enough!” she said. “But lemme know, I’m curious to see what it does. We’ll probably head back to the hall and see if we can kick that celebration up a notch. Care to join?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “But I’ve got one last thing to wrap up first. Do you think you could do me a favor before you head out?”

      “Shoot.”

      “I need someone to pass a message to Arlann for me. I need him to meet me atop the lifts to Highwater in about twenty minutes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After applying my Merchant illusion and jumping through a Rift that deposited me at the bottom of the lifts to Highwater, I headed up and boarded an empty raft that was destined for the Bobbing Market.

      “Hey,” Frank said as the raft bobbed along Highwater’s many channels and Sarissa’s tower grew closer and closer.

      “Yeah?”

      “Remember that time I smacked Tyrann in the face with my face?”

      “I sure do, because that was like ten minutes ago. But that was pretty awesome, Frank.”

      “Right?” He paused. “Speaking of Frank, I guess I probably owe you some Frank points, huh?”

      I shook my head.

      “Nah, you got us to the God when it mattered most, and that was the one thing we really needed. I think the deicide thing is bound to send Tyrann onto the warpath for real and his strength has always come from numbers rather than the religion, but I absolutely love knowing how much time and gold he spent expanding our Auction Network for us, thinking he was about to get rich off it, only to have it snatched away along with his God. So, yeah. I think we can call it even.”

      “Eh. I should probably spot you fifty for the recording. That was nice. Real nice.”

      “Sounds fair to me.”

      “Yeah. So…”

      “You want me to play it again, don’t you?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I set my video display to private so nobody else would be able to see or hear it, then set the clip I’d recorded on a loop for him.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem man.”

      I hopped off the Raft in the Bobbing Market and made my way to the Freeze while Frank cackled beside me every five seconds or so. I grabbed another illusion on the way just to be safe—I didn’t want the same merchant to be seen climbing Sarissa’s tower twice within a couple of days—so I ducked into an alley, made sure the coast was clear, then changed my appearance to that of a wealthy-looking man dressed in purple silks.

      Eventually, I reached the frozen expanse’s many spell-slinging mages and made my way between them.

      And this time around, I didn’t even break stride when an icy stairwell materialized directly in front of me and led me up into the tower.

      I found Sarissa seated on one of the tower’s windowsills, gazing out toward the Onyx Sands below.

      “You’re back,” she said, and her tone was dark. She pointed a finger out the window. “The Red Cathedral is nearly finished. He’s almost here.”

      I pulled up my Rift Map to check. The Sands’ Cathedral had reached 82%, but Koria’s was at 91%, and the three out west weren’t far behind.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Won’t be long now. But that’s not why I’m here.”

      “No?” she said. “What is it then?”

      I popped the item the God had dropped into the palm of my hand and held it out to her. “Will this work?”

      She stared down at the item, one delicate eyebrow raised. “Well then. I suppose congratulations are in order. Seems you’ve solved your God problem.”

      “Yeah. But what do you think? Will it actually work?”

      “Oh, certainly. I suggest you wait until you’ve grown stronger before you fuse that item with a piece of equipment, though. It is a truly priceless item, and you’re unlikely to find anything quite like it again.”

      “Good advice in general,” I said. “I’d hate to waste it on a weak piece of armor, but that’s not what I meant. I don’t intend on using it myself.”

      She frowned, then inhaled sharply and drew back. “You don’t mean…”

      “Yeah. It’s for you. Will it work? You and Erasmus both said you needed a powerful magical source to free the Triad, right? Well, here you go. Let’s get you out of this tower.”

      All of the color drained out of her face, and her eyes shone.

      “You don’t understand. Linking this item to the tower will destroy the item completely.”

      “And?” I said. “There’s plenty of powerful equipment out there. And if I have to choose between having a piece of gear on one hand and freeing you and making the Vale a better place on the other, then that’s not a decision I need to think about.” I shoved the item toward her. “If it’ll work, take it.”

      “I don’t know if I can accept—”

      “You absolutely can, and you will. Go on.”

      She took the orb with shaking hands. “Thank you. Thank you so much. But… where does the Vale come into it?”

      “Call it a hunch,” I said. “Let’s just focus on getting you out of here for now, yeah?”

      She wavered there for a moment, stunned, then nodded and moved to the center of the room with the orb held reverently in front of her.

      “I can teleport us a short distance away once I’ve made the switch. I don’t know what’ll happen to the tower, but I can’t imagine it’ll be good.”

      “That’ll work,” I said. “Can you get us to the lifts?”

      “The lifts? Why there?”

      “Just seems like the right place to me. Do you think you can pull that off?”

      “I believe so. Are you truly sure about this? Once the switch is made, there will be no going back.”

      “I’m completely sure, yes.”

      “Thank you,” she repeated, her voice soft.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      Sarissa placed the orb on the floor at the very center of the tower. She stood over it with one hand splayed above the item, her fingers spread wide as she chanted a spell I couldn’t quite make out, and the tower shook and trembled beneath us.

      She held out her other hand toward me, so I stepped up and took it.

      “We’ll have to be quick,” she said. “As powerful as the item is, it won’t be able to power all three of the towers for long. Minutes at most, I’d say.”

      “You don’t want to take anything with you?”

      “No,” she said. “Not a thing. I want to forget that this tower ever existed. Are you ready?”

      “I am.”

      Sarissa squeezed my hand. “Thank you, truly. You have no idea what this means to me.”

      The orb flashed once, twice, then the world warped, its colors going bright and kaleidoscopic.

      Everything slammed back into place a heartbeat later: the click-click of the lifts, the idle conversations of those who were waiting to board them, the blue sky and the watery city, and Sarissa’s tower—her old tower—looming high above the Freeze off in the distance.

      She let go of my hand and covered her mouth.

      “I can’t believe it,” she said, mumbling the words. “I can’t believe I’m here. I’m out.”

      Light flared off the tower as if it had caught the sunlight.

      “Is it just me,” I said, “or is the tower growing brighter?”

      “It is,” Sarissa said.

      I looked on in fascination as the very base of the tower took on a reddish hue that crept all the way to the top of the structure.

      The ice-covered exterior cracked and shifted, then a great chunk of ice calved off and slammed into the Freeze below.

      The mages scattered like roaches, running as more ice tumbled free. The Freeze itself was darkening all over, great puddles forming in the sheet where the ice was thinning and melting.

      An especially large chunk of ice broke off the tower then, and a cloud of steam billowed up from beneath and was snatched sideways by the breeze.

      The tower tilted to the left, held for a moment, then toppled and smashed right through the Freeze.

      A wave of golden light surged out from it, immediately followed by a second and a third.

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has broken the bonds of the Triad and freed the occupant of the Onyx Tower! The great whirlpool that surrounds the Cursed Eye is slowing, and it won’t be long before the ocean reclaims its deepest depths.

      

        

      
        Minor Ripple Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has broken the bonds of the Triad and freed the occupant of the Ruby Tower! The winds have shifted in the Neverburn, and Igor the Red now stalks his homeland, searching for the man who imprisoned him.

      

        

      
        Minor Ripple Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has broken the bonds of the Triad and freed the occupant of the Sapphire Tower! Sarissa the Blue now seeks an old flame as two decades of ice thaws around her.

      

        

      
        Congratulations, you reached Renown Rank XI: Black Marketeer V!

        You may now select 2 of 6 permanent Renown buffs!

      

      

      Every NPC and player alike turned in the direction of where the tower had been just moments before.

      But I stepped to the very edge of the lifts, where the black sands stretched out in front of me, the vast desert bordered by the ocean to either side.

      “I knew it,” I said, and I’d never felt so light. “I absolutely knew it.”

      The earth boomed beneath me, as if thunder were sounding from underground. The sound went on and on, and despite the spectacular collapse of the tower, the noise was loud enough to draw the onlookers’ attention to the earth beneath their feet.

      “Knew what?” Sarissa said. “What is that sound?’

      “It was something you said. When you took over the tower some twenty-five years ago, the earth shifted and the water cut off, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you said it took a few hours.”

      “It did.”

      “Right, but if the earth had just up and shifted—if a landslide or something had blocked the way the water used to flow—it wouldn’t have been gradual, or at least not that gradual. The water would have stopped all at once.”

      “What are you saying?” she said, as the earth continued to rumble and roar beneath us.

      “I don’t think the earth shifted at all.” I met her gaze. “I think the water that used to flow beneath the city and into the sands just took a couple hours to freeze.”

      Sarissa’s eyes went wide, then something titanic shifted deep in the earth beneath us.

      A deafening roar filled the air, and I leaned a little over the edge.

      A great cap of stone and ice ripped out of the mountainside a few hundred yards down, and a torrent of ice-chunked water was now gushing out of the hole it left behind.

      More explosions sounded in rapid succession, and before long, a half-dozen waterfalls were pouring out of the lower reaches of the mountain range that framed the sands, and water was rushing between the dunes far below in a five-foot-tall wave.

      A massive, honey-colored Ripple surged out of the mountainside and over the sands.

      
        
        Titanic Ripple Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has undammed the frozen waters of Highwater City and flooded the Onyx Sands!

        From this point on, the Onyx Sands will be known far and wide as the Onyx Delta, and the Withered Vale shall be called the Black Oasis!

        But beware, to the north, a vengeful queen stalks the dry ruins of what was once Highwater City, fully intent on reclaiming her realm’s past glory at any cost.

      

      

      Tears filled Sarissa’s eyes as we watched the waters fill the deep valleys between the dunes, as the current navigated old passageways and ran alongside the same high roads that I’d always found so curious, as the cerulean rush flooded into the Vale itself and filled the deep valleys that separated the city’s four wards.

      “It was my fault?” Sarissa whispered. “I did this?”

      I shrugged. “It wasn’t you—it was the tower. I think this is why the Queen fought so hard to have you selected in particular. She wanted an ice mage because she knew the waters would freeze beneath the city.

      “It was cruel, but it was a deft stroke,” I continued. “Not only did she create a local monopoly with the water by blocking it off, but she also turned the Onyx Sands into the perfect market. You might have been the key, but you couldn’t have known.”

      “But Arlann,” she said. “All these years he’s spent in the sands. Fighting for his people, watching them die of thirst in the streets. And it was my fault all along? I… I was already worried that he wouldn’t forgive me. But this…”

      Arlann stepped out of the crowd that was gawking out at the sands behind her and wrapped his arms around her.

      “Oh, love. I already have.”

      Sarissa went completely, utterly still.

      “He told me everything,” he said.

      Sarissa sucked a breath through her teeth. “Everything?”

      I nodded, but kept quiet.

      “The reason you left,” Arlann said, “why you went dark for so very long. And after the years you spent in that tower for me—to make sure that I had a life at the expense of your own—what is there to forgive?”

      She spun around and threw her arms around him.

      “No more sacrifices,” Arlann said. “No more secrets.” He looked out over the sands, his gaze fixed on the Red Cathedral, then pressed his forehead to hers. “Whatever happens, wherever this world is headed, we face it together.”

      I turned away as the two of them shared a kiss while the many waterfalls cascaded beneath us and a cool mist drifted up over the lifts.

      “Meh,” Frank said.

      “Just meh?” I said. “After all that?”

      “They’re fine. But they’re no Frarling.”

      I snorted. “True enough.”

      A flare of sunlight caught my eye to the west of the Vale, where the Red Cathedral loomed atop a dark dune while bright waters ran beneath and around it.

      But before I could pull up my Rift Map, the horizontal portal that had been spinning above the cathedral for days contracted, then exploded in a burst of red light.

      
        
        Worldbreak Event Alert! The Speed of Change: The Paradox of Choice (Phase III)!

      

        

      
        Citizens of EBO! The first Red Cathedral has been completed within the Onyx Delta, and the Reign of the Possibility King has officially begun!

        The Red Cathedral Raid is now live: it’s up to you to conquer each of the Cathedral’s wings in turn and defeat the many Faces of the Apocalypse!

        Each wing will offer a powerful boon to the first guild that completes it, and completing every wing within a single Cathedral will unlock the Possibility King encounter.

        And if the Possibility King is defeated within the next 5 days, a single player may claim his Worldbranch Throne for themselves.

        From this point on, any Ripples caused within a zone will provide twice as much progress toward completing that zone’s Red Cathedral, and all Cathedrals will progress by at least 5% per day until every Red Cathedral is completed.

        But tread carefully: with every Cathedral that finishes—and as each new zone gains access to the Raid—the Possibility King’s power will grow considerably, and his forces will be increasingly free to rampage through your cities.

        Will you join forces against this new threat in the Onyx Delta to put it down as soon as possible?

        Or will you rush your own Cathedrals to make sure that when the Possibility King finally falls, the Worldbranch Throne resides in your Capital rather than that of your enemies?

        The choice, as always, is yours.

        Thank you for playing EBO!

      

      

      I scanned the prompt, grinning so hard that my cheeks hurt.

      “Is that saying what I think it’s saying?”

      “I dunno,” Frank said. “To be completely honest, I’m still watching myself do work on Tyrann’s orbital bone. I can’t stop watching it.”

      “I think it’s saying that if you want to get in on this Raid right now, you need to head here, right now.”

      “Yup. Other zones will get access to their own portals when their Cathedrals complete though.”

      “But we just became the center of the world. At least for a couple days.”

      “Feels good, doesn’t it? Being at the center of everything is basically my life, so trust me when I say it never gets old.”

      “And with the Rifts to expand the network, we should be able to…”

      I trailed off while squinting at the Vale. I could have sworn I’d just seen the tree flash again.

      Wait. The tree?

      “Have we always been able to see the tree from here?”

      “Nope,” Frank said, as it flashed a second time. “You know, as much as I hate magic, Mana does have one thing going for it: it’s really, really hard to get rid of.”

      I cocked my head at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Remember when I told you that you could speed up the tree’s evolution with a buttload of Mana?”

      “I don’t remember the term buttload, but yeah.”

      “I’m paraphrasing. Anyway, our girl Sarissa over there has been sitting in a tower that’s been serving as a magical amplifier for 25 years. And the whole time, her magic was bleeding out, freezing the water, then seeping into the ice deep beneath Highwater. Do you see where this is going?”

      I covered the sides of my face with both hands. “And now all that Mana is flowing to the tree.”

      “Every single drop,” Frank said. “And that tree is thirsty as hell.”

      I scanned the Onyx Sands—no, the Onyx Delta, and the Black Oasis within it—and breathed it all in deep. “Welcome to the new world, eh?”

      “Yep,” Frank said. “Speaking of worlds and branches and stuff, I want that throne. I feel like we deserve a throne.”

      I grinned down at him. “We really do, Frank. We really, truly do.”

      

      END

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Black Sand Baron! I hope you enjoyed the many misadventures of Frank and his unworthy sidekick volume 2, and if so, please consider supporting the series and sticking it to the (green) moon by leaving a review!

      I’m already hard at work on the third book, but if you’d like some more information on the series and my plans for it (including detailed ETAs and progress updates) you’re welcome to join the community on Reddit at R/Shadeslinger or on Discord, where I’m actively procrastinating just about every day!

      
        
        https://www.reddit.com/r/Shadeslinger/

        https://discord.gg/H9xs3Vyc46

      

      

      Finally, if you’d like to read a bunch of FREE short stories and novellas from the other incredible writers at Portal Books (Including an exclusive short story set in the Ripple System universe detailing the origin story of Tyrann and his god), you can do so by signing up to Portal Books mailing list. There is currently over 80,000 words of content that you can download completely free!

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      By signing up you will also be the first to hear about all their titles, including Saga Online by Oliver Mayes, Elemental Dungeon by Jonathan Smidt, God Core by L. M. Hughes, Titan Online by Steven Kelliher, Battle Spire by Michael R. Miller, The Nova Online Series by Alex Knight, Dungeons of Strata by Graeme Penman and many more!

      You can also chat with these authors (and find timings for upcoming books) on the Portal Books Discord, checking out their posts on the Portal Books Facebook group or by liking their page.

      
        
        https://discord.gg/GXBNDGYQqT

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

        https://www.facebook.com/PortalBooksPublishing

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Portal Books - Newsletter and Group

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Portal Books is an independent LitRPG publisher, and our team is passionate about the genre.

        If you’d like to try out our stories you can sign up to our mailing list to receive the Portal Books Story Bundle eBook. This bundle contains over 80,000 words of FREE content set in our Author’s universes and following key characters from series like Saga Online and The Ripple system.

        Our story bundle is all NEW never before seen content that you won’t read about in the author’s novels. Whenever we add more, you’ll get the updates too, absolutely free. Get your copy of the Portal Books story bundle here:

      

      

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      
        
        You can also find us on Facebook. Like our page to keep up to date with our releases or join the group to interact with other Portal fans!

      

      

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/PortalBooksPublishing

      

      

      
        
        And if you want to chat with your favorite Portal authors – come hang out on our Discord!

      

      

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/PortalBooksPublishing

      

      

      
        
        Finally, if you have a story you want to share with the world and would like to join our author team, submissions can be made here:

      

      

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/submissions

      

      

      
        
        For more general discussions about the genre, these groups may be useful to you:

      

      

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup

        www.facebook.com/groups/Dungeonstories/

      

      

      
        
        If you want to find more great LitRPG Books check out the Amazon store - www.amazon.com/litrpg

      

        

      
        Best wishes,

        The Portal Books Team

        www.portal-books.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More LitRPG from Portal Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shadeslinger (Ripple System #1)

        Corporate flameout Ned Altimer dives into Earthblood Online ahead of other players. His advantages include a ridiculously handsome talking axe named Frank who has knowledge of the game’s deepest secrets…if the magnificent Frank ever feels like sharing them.

      

        

      
        But this also makes Ned a target. His fellow players are about to conduct the greatest manhunt in gaming history is set to begin.

      

        

      
        It’s available in Kindle Unlimited and in Audio, narrated by Travis Baldree!

      

      

      
        
        Aether Frontier

        A link to a long forgotten quest, a trail of bread crumbs that leads to a prize that could change the virtual world forever. A prize that players would kill for… and not just in the game.

      

        

      
        It’s available in Kindle Unlimited.

      

      

      
        
        God of Gnomes (God Core #1)

        Reborn as a god, Corey must guide a village of bumbling gnomes as they build defences to defeat an invading army of kobolds.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Chrysalis (Beast Realms #1)

        With regenerative abilities, a badass tail and the potential to evolve his body, how could Art resist choosing a lizard man as his avatar? All’s well until he accidentally joins forces with an acid-spitting, enemy-consuming shadow-bound grub, causing his light-bound guild members turn against him, and a deadly fire mage to wage a vendetta against him.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Caesar’s Shadow (Gods & Kings #1)

        Matt has always dreamed of commanding his own Roman Legion. The VRMMORPG Gods & Kings is the closest thing to a time machine he’ll ever get. With the powers of a Warrior Priest, Matt must build his army, level his followers, and discover new battle formations that will help him defeat his enemies and become a true Roman general.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Occultist (Saga Online #1)

        Welcome to the world of Saga Online, the newest fantasy VRMMORPG. Join Damien as he discovers the rare Occultist class and summons an army of demons to save his mother’s life.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Dungeon Core Online: Remastered Edition (Book #1)

        James thought he would be just another adventurer in the world’s most anticipated dungeon delving VRMMORPG. But when he logs in, he soon finds out that he won’t be diving the dungeon - he will be creating it. Pretty awesome right?

        At least that was what he thought when he boldly chose "Random" as his dungeon type....

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        The Elemental Dungeon Trilogy (Complete)

        Reborn as a dark dungeon, Ryan was happy defeating adventurers with undead minions. Then a necromancer arrived, and un-life got a whole lot harder...

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Dungeons of Strata (Deepest Dungeon #1)

        When Martin's guild joins the race to complete Strata Online, he finds an impossible task. A 100-floor dungeon, filled with an ever-shifting ecosystem of monsters.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        The Nova Online Trilogy (Complete)

        Imprisoned for a murder he didn't commit, Kaiden's only hope of early release is in serving as a Warden in the game-world of Nova Online.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Mastermind (Titan Online #1) - A Superhero LitRPG

        Karna was just like any other comic book fan. He dreamed of fighting alongside colorful heroes and taking down dastardly villains. In Titan Online, the most popular VR MMORPG going, he finally got the chance to live out his cape-donning fantasies. 

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Gamified: Book One, Beastmaster

        Ever wish your real-life was more like a video game? Be careful what you wish for…

        What can a housecoat summoning Beastmaster, a barbarian cheerleader and a nerdy necromancer do to prevent the end of the world? Find out in Gamified!

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and soon in Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Battle Spire: A Crafting LitRPG Book.

        Battle Spire is a meeting of World of Warcraft and Die Hard, using crunchy LitRPG mechanics with a heavy focus on crafting. Readers can expect to find in depth item and spell descriptions, along with stat tables and profession recipes. 

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audio.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Group

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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