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CAN A SINGLE PROMISE change the world?

Even with the Crimson Alliance formed, Rowanheath taken, and Carrera dispatched, the onslaught never ends for Abby Hollander. Keeping the spider queens in check and handling water provisions was never what Abby wanted to do with her life, but it’s what the war demands of her. 

To add to that never-ending list of demands, suddenly Naitee Mungal has need of Abby as well, and unfortunately, Abby already promised she would answer if Naitee called. Now Abby will have to go where no Traveler has ever been allowed before, face a series of grueling trials, and battle the gods themselves, risking everything to return balance and save her sorceric brethren.

If she fails, the realm of Gaia could once again be overrun by the power of the elements. If she succeeds, she'll become the greatest Firebrand in all of Eldgard.
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH the Viridian Gate Online Universe? Visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
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Command Center Craze
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“TELL LI XUI THE NEW ballistae aren’t ready. He’ll have to make do with what the Imperials left us.” I ran the back of my sleeve across my sweaty forehead as I passed the information along to the front-line messenger, Toby.

Toby followed me around the crowded war room as I made my way to the next fire that needed my attention. The light stone table was piled high with papers, some of them damage reports from the Crimson Alliance attack, but most of them were regarding the ongoing Imperial barrage.

After we’d created our own faction, Carrera had demanded Jack’s head. Poor guy hadn’t even been the one to steal the Faction Seal, but he had figured out what it was when Otto and I failed in Alaunhylles. I thought it was only fair that he got to be the head of the faction. If I’d known that would send a system-wide message to every player and NPC in Eldgard, painting a fat red target on the back of Jack’s head, I never would’ve let him take that kind of fall in my place.

Our only option had been to strike first and take Carrera’s stronghold, Rowanheath. Otherwise, we would’ve fought an uphill battle, slowly losing swampland until we were burned from Yunnam, and eradicated. Through some unsavory alliances, and with a lot of luck in a short period of time, we’d taken the Keep. Jack had used a rare and terrifying [Black Hexblade of Serth-Rog] to banish Carrera to the realm of Morsheim, permanently unseating the drug lord from power... or so we hoped. 

“He thought that might be the case,” Toby went on, and I could hear the next request coming in his tone. “Some of the older equipment on the wall has been badly damaged. He requests five crafters be sent up for repairs.”

“Five?” I asked, deadpan, as I shuffled through the most recent report from the eastern watch.

I could feel my blood pulsing in my temples and my heart hammering. The ambient chatter was piquing my anxiety. I hated working in this environment, and my body was responding appropriately with a cold sweat and a knotted stomach. What I wouldn’t give for some gods-be-damned peace and quiet, just for a few seconds.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a wince in his tone. I was becoming well known for my hard-ass replies, not that I was trying to be a bitch about it, but we were a small alliance fighting a massive, 26v1 Faction War, with limited resources and even more limited warriors... I approved of Jack’s choice to make our faction more centered around Crafting, but it had left us in a sorry state when it came to rebuffing Osmark’s constant assaults on our hard-earned Keep.

Toby went on. “A fair number of the defensive weapons are severely damaged, and seven of them are completely out of commission.”

I looked up from the casualty reports and scanned the crowded room until I found a familiar face. “Delani,” I said over the noise, and her head shot in my direction.

“What’s up, Abby?” The tall, slender Wode girl squeezed past a group of tacticians chattering avidly with Otto.

“I need you to go down to the Crafters’ Hall in Yunnam and ask for volunteers, levels twenty plus only and a specialization in weapons engineering. We need five crafters to come to the ramparts here and fix some damaged ballistae, catapults, and more. Vlad is not allowed to leave his workshop until those new javelin prototypes are complete, so rule him out now.”

I moved out of the way for a messenger headed to Chief Kolle and went on. “Moreover, we need a shieldbearer for each to accompany them or be on standby. We don’t want our crafters taking an arrow to the face and going down for eight hours, or worse, forever. Take Toby with you. He’ll give the details on the downed machines and guide everyone to where they need to go.”

The sylphlike Wode girl gave a playful salute as she declared, “Can do, Abs! Follow me, Toby.” Delani waved him out, flipping her long brown hair as she pivoted on her toe and swaggered out of the room.

She had been a model for some high-class fashion designer back IRL, and while Delani wasn’t her real name, it was the only one she wanted to go by now, like Cher, or Skrillex. Someone had asked why she wanted to be a war room errander when there were perfectly good tailors taking on apprentices in the Crimson Alliance. She’d snorted in his face and walked away. I had mad respect for her, even though she was a bit aloof. She knew what she wanted, and didn’t have to explain herself to anyone.

I felt a moment of relief for one of the many problems being solved, and took a deep breath as the pair departed.

“Abby.” Chief Kolle’s voice boomed behind me, and I jumped with a start, spinning on my heel as the tiny sense of victory evaporated.

“Problems?” I asked rhetorically with my best attempt at a grin.

The chief’s face was calm, but I could tell the constant action was beginning to weigh on him as much as me. “Such is our life of leadership. Having problems to solve validates our presence here, in the Command Center.”

Damn, I really wanted him to get to the point.

“The Spider Queen,” he said with a growl, “her children have been wandering too close to Yunnam. It’s making the citizens uncomfortable. They need to be patrolling the northern border, not investigating our activities in the city.”

I ground my teeth. That monster was pulling on my last nerve. I’d had it out with her “representatives” once before, and I was not looking forward to doing it again. Chief Kolle wouldn’t speak with her, and no one else other than Jack, Otto, Cutter, and Amara had the stature within the Crimson Alliance to deliver messages like that to our... partners. Cutter and Amara were at the front with Jack, and Otto was trapped in the Command Center with me.

“I will make it my priority first thing in the morning,” I said as I headed toward the war table, seeking the next item on my to-do list: Water Provisions.

The chief followed me. “I will be returning to Yunnam. My people, I need to be there for them. The Spider Queen is just one threat that looms. There are creatures like Moss Hags, Swamp Naga, and more.”

I nodded, then gave his shoulder a hardy pat. His people needed him, and he needed his people. “I understand.”

“Tell my daughter to be safe. I will provide support for the requests back home, in Darkshard Keep. This should alleviate some of the”—he paused and looked about the sardine-crammed war room—“well, it should provide some relief.” He gripped my shoulder in return, gave it a gentle squeeze.

“Much appreciated, Chief. I’ll let Amara know she needs to go home tonight.” The huntress Amara and I hadn’t had the world’s best introduction. She’d dropped out of stealth with three other hunters as Otto and I “trespassed” on her lands. It had been a rocky start, but we’d shared a few sarcasm-laden jokes since then, and at the end of one, I swore I saw a tiny smirk on her stoic face.

Chief Kolle leaned down to my ear, his voice low. “You’re doing fine, try not to let it get past your shield.”

I nodded again and sucked a breath through my nose as I let my shoulders drop away from my ears and released the tension in my jaw. My whole body was on edge with all of these people crowded around, and everyone asking me to do things I barely knew how to do. I’d heard the term “fake it til you make it” back when I worked for Osmark, and I was definitely faking it now. I’d been faction commander for a whole three days, and at war for all of them since Carrera made a point to come after Jack.

The faction leader, Grim Jack Shadow Strider, had been at my side every day until today. Today, I was alone in the Command Center, and the ranking faction member. Everyone wanted everything from me, and I was hardly keeping it together, and barely delivering. I felt like a glorified address book, just listing off the names and locations of people for others to get in contact with.

The chief shook me one more time with a laugh. “You are doing fine. It’s good.”

I released the breath I’d been holding and bit back the icky feeling in my chest as I accepted the compliment. “Thank you. I’m trying.”

He gave me one final nod before heading to the massive gold-laden door that led to the spiral staircase out of the Command Center.

Voices rose and fell around the room, but instead of stealing my mental energy, the sound invigorated me to do something about it. I returned to the table, grabbed my Water Provisions report, and went to work.

By the time the midday sun was beating down against the open windows, more than half of the reports had been handled or were on their way to being taken care of. Three crafters with the appropriate level and specialization had volunteered, and repairs were underway for the ramparts weapons. Toby was back several times, of course, to ask for more clerics—of which there were precious few, for reasons I still didn’t quite understand—more tanks, more weapons, more, more, more.

This time was no different. Toby looked drawn. “We’re down another thirty-five frontline fighters, and I can’t find anyone who doesn’t have death sickness.”

My eyes darted around the room as I searched for Otto and his entourage of tacticians, but I only found the tacticians. “They can help coordinate additional Traveler troops from the fresh recruits. It’s, uh, Kevin and Blaine, no, Blaise.” I shooed Toby toward the group and he was off.

“Everyone!” Otto boomed from the doorway, a massive platter of fresh fruit in his hands. The room fell quiet in seconds. “Clear a space,” he said as he moved toward the table. Behind him was the resident chef, Venice Bordion, carrying a heaping tray of what looked like sandwiches.

I scooped my papers up into my arms and scooted the little battle figurines out of the way just as Bordion dropped his tray onto the table, narrowly missing my hand. He gave a feral smile and turned away without a word. Guess he was still pissed about getting wrapped in spider silk and hung from his kitchen when we fought our way to the Command Center a few days ago.

I wanted to say something to make him turn around and face me, but it seemed like Bordion would be forever sour. I doubted he liked Carrera, but he’d defended him gallantly, even if only with pots and spoons. The mid-fifties, French-accented man strutted from the room and was gone before I could get a word out. Maybe an apology, next time, would start us on the road to healing.

“Here,” Otto said as he shoved a sandwich and a cup of water into my already full hands. My stomach groaned at the sight of the fresh leaves of lettuce, juicy tomato, salty cured meat, and crisp fresh bread. It smelled divine, better than any sandwich back IRL.

“Thanks, Otto,” I managed to say before stuffing the delectable stack into my mouth. As expected, it was fantastic. The bread crunched and flaked as I bit down, vinegar notes of hidden pickles tickled my tongue, and creamy goat cheese evened it out. Amazeballs.

I hummed my enjoyment as I chewed the sandwich to a pulp and shoved another bite in my mouth. My eyes did the rounds on the room to see the others doing something similar. I checked the game time: just about 2 PM. We’d been working since 6 AM with no breaks, and my debuffs were a testament to just how crazy it was.

I’d experienced Tired, Hungry, Thirsty, and Unwashed debuffs, among some interesting others, but never had I seen Occupational Stress.

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs

Occupational Stress (Level 1): You’ve been laboring long at a profession that is not aligned with your persona, and the wear is beginning to show. Intelligence is decreased by 15%, Spirit by 2x character level, and Stamina by 5x character level.

Too much work and not enough play makes the citizens of Eldgard have a bad day.

<<<>>>

Seriously. Occupational Stress. I had a job to do. I didn’t need the game reminding me of how bad I was doing, or giving me debuffs to make it worse.

I took a long pull of the ice-cold water Otto had given me and closed my eyes. Most of us had never done this. We were all doing the best we could, and I was sure no one faulted me for my shortcomings. Like the chief said, I just needed to keep doing the best I could.

“You look terrible, worse than your fourth morning,” Otto said, and I opened my eyes to slits.

My fourth morning had been the first after my transition. I’d felt like I was being eaten alive by giant fire ants from the inside, plus had the worst hangover I’d ever experienced. And I looked worse than that now.

Otto sucked a breath through his teeth. “I just meant you look like you need a break.”

I clenched my jaw. “There’s no time for breaks.” I ripped off one last bite of the sandwich and set it on the table with my cup. Jack needed me to run “this side” of the house, and this side literally never stopped. Then again, neither did his... 

“Five more minutes, everyone, then back to it,” I said with a chunk of bread stuffed in my cheek. Gazes ranging from annoyed to angry fell on me.

I swallowed hard. “Osmark has a force twenty-six times the size of ours or more, and many of them are at the front, right outside these walls.” I quieted, and the din of battle drifted through our open windows on the warm breeze. Angry faces around the room drooped to resentful, then somber.

Not everyone knew it, but Jack and Osmark had come to a very reluctant truce—at least for the moment. From what Jack had told us, Osmark didn't want a full-blown war, he just wanted it to look like one. It seemed Osmark was still struggling to consolidate power among his bloodthirsty allies, and a threat from the outside would force his commanders to work together, under him. But I knew Osmark, and it would only be a matter of time before that balance shifted in his favor, and then he would come for us in force.

The collective groan and shift to silence in the room was a reminder of how one statement could ruin morale. I needed to correct their backward slide into contempt and get them on the team’s side.

“We’re fighting hard with our minds, and they’re fighting harder with their lives. We have to support them, because our support means everything.” Heads were nodding solemnly and I sucked in a breath. “Five more minutes for us, because they don’t get a break until they’re dead.”
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FIVE MINUTES WERE GONE in seconds, and then two hours turned to four in a blink. My Occupational Stress had gone from level 1 to level 3 by the time the sky was dark. Fortunately, the setting of the sun also reduced the enthusiasm of Osmark’s troops, and by 9 PM, the war room was empty except for me.

I dragged the plush, red-cushioned chair from the wall to the fire. It scraped along the floor with a stuttering squeal, but I didn’t care. They weren’t my chairs, it wasn’t my floor, and a little bit of wear added character anyway. I dropped into the seat and my muscles melted. It was like twenty pounds of emotional weight dropped away into the soft red cushion, soaking into its weathered comfort.

The day had been warm, but the fire gave me more than just the comfort of heat; it was energy. I could feel the power flowing into me, making me stronger. My eyes flicked to the corner of my vision as I noticed the Residual Heat buff had appeared. Right, that was it. Just the buff.

I opened my character sheet and took a look. The last two points I’d applied went into Immortal Flame, and holy shit was it worth it. That ability was insane. I panned over to look at it one more time.

<<<>>>

Immortal Flame

Your body is alive with the essence of the Immortal Flame... Fire is strong, but wild, and your body strains against it. Establish dominion over your element, become it, and revel in its sheer destructive power.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: Price of Immortality Debuff

Range: Single Target (Self)

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 3 hours

Effect 1: Transform into fire itself for 30 seconds. All Spirit spell costs are reduced by 65%. Cast times of spells are reduced by 50%.

Effect 2: While transformed, damage dealt by Fireball, Inferno Blast, and Rain of Fire is increased by 5%.

Debuff: Price of Immortality: Become a wisp of smoke for 10 seconds. You’re unable to move, speak, or cast spells, but you can still take damage and die.

<<<>>>

Yep, still just as badass as the first time I looked at it. And damn did it feel awesome to become a being of pure fire. The debuff was pretty steep though. I’d been lucky Otto had been in the Rowanheath Command Center when we took it down, or I would’ve been crushed by the giant stone guardian while I was debuffed into the wisp form.

It was an all-or-nothing move. I had to be certain I could end it, or be ready to get sent for respawn. I’d done that enough in Alaunhylles, and I wasn’t interested in dying, ever again.

Days of playing faction-maker, though not the action I enjoyed in my new life, had still earned me experience points. I was level 34 now, with two unassigned ability points, and no real reason not to be spending them on something.

Fear. Fear was the reason I safeguarded my points like crazy. I’d spent a fair number of them on everything the Firebrand class had to offer, and now I felt like a Jack of all, master of none. I tapped my teeth and shut the menu. I’d just keep holding onto them for now.

The flames danced, crackled, and sent out hot embers at my feet like little offerings. I put out my hand, trying my Pyrokinesis skills at moving the ember back toward the fireplace. I strained and focused, ordering the little ashen piece of wood to get itself back to the rest of the heat, and it wiggled. I felt like Rey learning to use The Force for the first time.

I inhaled slowly through my nose, glaring down at the cooling ember. You’re of my element. I control you. Obey me. The blackened fleck shot back into the fireplace, and a notification appeared at the forefront of my vision.

<<<>>>

Pryo Points Earned

You have earned 25 Pyro points by interacting with an object affected by fire. You now have 105 banked Pyro points.

<<<>>>

Perfect, just what I’d been waiting for. I opened the menu and panned over to the Abilities, then the sub-tab for Pyrokinesis. New skills opened for each mastery at levels 3, 7, and I assumed at 10, the max level mastery. I’d been waiting to see what the first skill in Bulbumous would be for days, though I was equally as curious about the tenth level skill in Thermosis.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I DROPPED 100 PYRO points into leveling up Bulbumous, and a flourish of golden red sparks lit up my menu as the name of the new ability revealed itself.

<<<>>>

Dazzle

Beguile through fire. Entrance anyone who gazes upon your flames for a short time, interrupting actions and spells in progress as well as preventing the friend or foe from speaking or moving as long as they’re entranced.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 100 Spirit

Range: 15 meters

Cast Time: 3 seconds

Cooldown: 2 hours

Requirement: Another Fire spell must be cast with it, or just before it.

Effect 1: Entrance anyone who looks upon your fire spells, making them unable to move, speak, or cast spells for up to fifteen seconds. Interrupt any spellcast that was in progress. This spell is in effect as long as the entity is looking upon the flame for which Dazzle has been cast. The entity can break free of the spell early, if their focus is interrupted by an outside force.

Dazzle can be cast at the same time as Firebrand spells, but adds an extra 20% Spirit cost to the Firebrand spell.

Dazzle has a higher chance of affecting creatures with an Intelligence value that is 50% or less than their Strength value. Creatures with an Intelligence value 50% or more than that of their Strength value have a high chance of resisting Dazzle.

Mastery Progression: Trap 10 enemies within your spell to level it from 1 to 2.

<<<>>>

Freaking. Awesome.

These abilities were insanely cool, and super rare. We had other Firebrands in the Crimson Alliance, and when I asked them what Mastery Level of Pyrokinesis they were on, they looked at me like I was crazy. I wondered if this was something I could eventually teach them, perhaps start a Firebrand training school in the Keep, once things calmed down, of course.

I panned over the three other abilities I’d already earned, basking in the glory of my new power.

<<<>>>

Piercing Glow

Illuminate friends and foes, revealing the latter and emboldening the former. Stealthed enemies within 5 meters of the caster are forcibly removed from stealth, and friendly characters within 10 meters gain +10 to Strength and +10 to Stamina for 1 minute.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 200 Spirit

Range: 5/10 meters

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 8 hours

Effect 1: Reveal all stealthed enemies within a 5-meter radius.

Effect 2: Embolden friendly players and NPCs within a 10-meter radius with +10 Strength and +10 Stamina for 1 minute.

Mastery Progression: This skill levels up automatically the more it is used in combat. 6 more valid uses until level 2.

<<<>>>

It was crazy powerful, but the cooldown was horrendous. I hoped at higher levels that would decrease, but given its epicness, I doubted it would ever go below an hour.

<<<>>>

Siphon

Suck the heat from an object or entity, leaving it chilled and replenishing your Health.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: None

Range: 0 meters, physical contact required

Cast Time: Duration Cast, up to 10 seconds

Cooldown: 4 hours

Effect 1: Drain the heat energy from anything. If the target is living, deal ice damage starting at 1% of the caster’s Spell Strength, doubling every second that contact with the target is maintained.

Effect 2: Convert 30% of the heat energy in kcals drained into Health. Convert 10% of frost damage dealt to a living target into Health.

Mastery Progression: Spend 50 Pyro points to level this spell from 1 to 2.

<<<>>>

What a freaking killer ability! Aside from the fact that I had to be in physical contact, but that did lend to the baller nature of it. It would be hard to do with enemies, but I could absorb the heat energy of an already burning fire to restore some Health. I could essentially be my own healer, once every four hours.

<<<>>>

Supermassive

You set hearts alight, you melt glaciers in the black of night, you’re the queen of fire, and now your flames match the size of your ego.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 500 Spirit

Range: 3 meters

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 10 hours

Effect 1: Increase the size of any flame by 400%, improving its effectivity by 200% of normal for 15 seconds.

<<<>>>

When I’d unlocked Supermassive, the first thing I’d done was go down to the training room and use it on Inferno Blast.

Holy hell.

I became a fire hose of flames. The sheer force of the spell pushed my body backward twenty feet and gave me a broken arm debuff. It was my absolute favorite out of all the new abilities.

I thought back to what Lenny said about Asima, the ancient Fire elemental who owned the powers I wielded. It wasn’t until that encounter with the Svartalfar blacksmith that I was able to unlock the Pyrokinesis skill tree. No other Firebrand, other than Naitee, had ever mentioned anything about Asima. Perhaps it was some kind of secret class kit? But then, why didn’t I have a quest for it?

“Hi.” Jack’s haggard voice snapped me from thought, and I closed out the menus.

I was about a microsecond away from laying into him regarding the time, but... there he was, face sullen, baggy-eyed, covered in blood and gore, armor ripped. It was a wonder he was alive at all. He was a testament to just how hard Osmark was striking, though it was only his “cursory forces.”

“You’re a mess,” I sighed, rising to my feet to greet him. As I stepped closer, I could smell the battle stench on him, and though I wanted to pull back from the scent, I powered through. He’d been working so hard, and he’d seen so much shit today, the last thing he needed was me refusing to give him a hug because he reeked.

I wrapped my arms through his and around his back as he pulled me in tight, resting his lips on the crown of my head.

“How are you?” he whispered into my hair.

“Tired,” I replied. With that word my muscles warned me of their fatigue. A weakness traveled up through my legs and into my chest. It felt like losing control, like the moment before fainting, but I wouldn’t faint, damn it. Certainly not from Occupational Stress.

He pecked me on the forehead once, then twice, and whispered, “Me too.”

I squeezed him one more time and pulled back. I started the casts for Fireball and Dazzle at the same time. When the flame bloomed in my hand, I pressed my other hand into it, molding it with Bulbumous, until the rough shape of a rose appeared.

“Come clean up with me?” I asked.

Jack gasped and lifted his hand to touch the flames. He stopped, then retracted his fingers with a tsk, and a notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Trance Broken

Your spell Dazzle has been resisted! Grim Jack has broken free of your spell, Dazzle, five seconds early.

<<<>>>

I knew his Intelligence was pretty high, but still, he’d been entranced in the first place.

Jack shook his head. “Uh, what did you say? I’m sorry, that was just the coolest thing I’d seen all day.”

I grinned. “Come take a shower with me. I’m filthy with stress sweat.”

“I’m covered in worse than that,” he remarked with a smirk, and I wrinkled my nose. I waved my hand in front of my soured face and he rolled his eyes.

We locked arms and walked from the Command Center to the Officers’ Quarters just at the base of the stairs. The flowers of the manicured Officers’ garden swayed in the breeze, blowing puffs of pollen into the air as we walked. The round-the-clock assaults from Osmark’s forces slowed significantly at night, but the sounds of combat could still be heard from our position in the Keep. Orders were being shouted, infrequent clashes of steel on steel rang out, and fireballs ripped through the air as we stepped into our shared room and closed the door on the noise.

“I. Am. Beat.” Jack opened his arms to flop down on the king-sized bed, and I grabbed him.

“Nuh-uh, you’re filthy. Strip,” I ordered as I dragged him to our magical wardrobe. I popped all of my gear off in a flash and stored it away in the gaudy gold-trimmed, dark wood cabinet, then walked barefoot to the bathroom.

The spacious room was tiled with roughly polished marble, giving the floor a comfortable, anti-slip texture. There was a deep basin sink next to a full-length mirror, a towel rack, and then the best feature: the open shower. Glowing lights hung from the fifteen-foot ceiling beside two massive showerheads, at least two feet in diameter each. We’d been able to modify the bathroom through the Keep interface to include the additional showerhead at no cost, which was totally baller. Running the faction was exhausting, but came with some slick perks that the other members didn’t get.

I turned the ugly gold handles of both showerheads to hot, and water cascaded down like rain. Jack and I vowed we would change the nasty decor to something less vomit-inducing once we had enough Keep currency to reskin the room, and didn’t have other priority builds. It was not worth paying for when there were other important upgrades, like rampart additions, or reinforced gates, or barrack extensions.

I dipped my hand in to check the temperature, as one normally would back IRL, since I knew it should be freezing, but it was already warmed to my preference.

“I look like modern art, honestly.” Jack touched his blood-soaked hair and ran fingers over his mud-caked chest as he looked at himself in the mirror.

My face wrinkled up in playful disgust. “No, you look like a murder hobo. Get in here.” He gave me a grin that made me forget the irrelevant troubles of the day, and we stepped into the water.

Perfectly pressured drops fell over my face as steam rose up from the floor around us. The heat made my muscles melt, and the pattering sounds of rain on the stone floor took me away to another place as I closed my eyes.

I held Jack’s hand, imagining we were on some warm beach island, standing under a waterfall, far from our worries or cares. In my dream world we would swim in the warm waters, hike through the afternoon to the peak of a mountain, eat a bonfire-lit picnic dinner with fish caught moments before, and drink fresh coconut water. We’d finish the night watching the stars from our vacation peak, and fall asleep in each other’s arms.

The peaceful daydream screeched to a halt as I remembered the Spider Queen.

I grimaced and opened my eyes.

Jack was doing something similar with his face turned up to the water, openmouthed, slowly spitting out whatever had gotten in there. Blood, I assumed. Ugh. The filth streamed down his arms and chest, painting the white floor a muddy brown before swirling down the drain between our feet.

I gave his hand a gentle peck and then released it. He opened his eyes and gave me a calm smile before he noticed the look on my face. It was business time. “We’ve got some faction items to discuss.”

He pouted. “Please, not just yet?”

“This is the only time we have, Jack. I want to relax too, but we need to sync up.” I scrubbed my fingers through my locks and my wild curls straightened.

“Alright,” Jack groaned as he grabbed a bar of soap from the shelf built into the wall and brought it to lather in his hands.

“Item one, just a heads-up, Lowyth is being her spider monster self. She’s been wandering too close to Yunnam, and it’s freaking everyone out. I’m talking with her in the morning about keeping her troops patrolling the border, not investigating the city.”

“Let me know if that doesn’t go well, I’ll talk to her myself.” He passed me the soap.

“Item two, because of this, Chief Kolle is headed back to Darkshard. I think Yunnam is where he needs to be anyway. He’s their leader, it makes sense, though it was nice having him here to help.”

“Agreed,” Jack said with a nod. He was all about brevity tonight. Perfect, that’s what I wanted too.

I went over Osmark’s incoming reinforcements, their troop counts and ours, the repaired defensive weapons, and the downed Keep guardians, and before I could cover the water provisions, we were done cleaning up.

“We don’t need to discuss the rest. I’ve got it.” I toweled my hair vigorously then wrapped it up in a bun.

“Are you sure?” Jack asked, one part concern and four parts relief obvious on his face.

“Yeah,” I said with a smile that betrayed the nerves in my gut. “I can handle it.”

The shower had helped with the Occupational Stress debuff, bringing it down to level 2, but I was worried six hours of sleep wouldn’t be enough to get it to disappear completely. Perhaps I was in over my head. Perhaps I really did need his help.

“I can seriously be around if you need me.” He put a caring hand on my shoulder. I grabbed it and brought it up to my cheek, leaning into him. I wanted to ask for help, but it didn’t feel like I should be falling apart. I’d worked hundred-and-twenty-hour weeks at Os-Tech without losing my mind, so why was I being so weak?

“I’ll be okay, I promise. I’ve got Otto, Delani, Anton, and so many others. We can do this.”

Couldn’t I? Maybe I wasn’t giving it my all... or maybe I just wasn’t cut out for this.

He kissed my towel-wrapped head and slipped off to the bedroom as my stomach returned to the twisted knot it had been in all day. I looked in the mirror and saw the weakness I felt in my face. My eyes were bloodshot, the skin dark and baggy all around them. I could almost see the stress weight piling on around my hips and thighs, though I knew it wasn’t possible in V.G.O. I couldn’t do this, not yet, but I was going to keep doing my best.

It was the only option I had.
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Midnight Ambush
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“JACK, ABBY!” CUTTER’S voice jerked me from sleep, the urgency thick in his tone. Jack’s NPC was dressed in black leathers, standing wide-legged in the doorway with his dagger in hand.

I flipped back the sheets and jumped from the bed, Jack following a second later.

“What is it?” Jack asked as we ran to the wardrobe in our skivvies. 

I popped on my standard battle loadout, my hands trembling and my brain wired from adrenaline.

Cutter stepped in and closed the door. “We’ve caught an Imperial assassin in the Keep. She killed Forge, so it could’ve been worse, but there could be more.”

I cast Piercing Glow without a second thought, and a wave of white-hot light pulsed out from my body in all directions.

“Gah!” a gruff, masculine voice came from the corner of the room by the door. In unison, Jack, Cutter, and I snapped our heads toward the source of the sound: a Murk Elf man in black attire I could only comprehend as ninja gear.

Cutter pounced blade first, sinking his mainhand weapon into the man’s neck as his off-hand came up into his ribs. Jack moved in with his hammer held like a baseball bat and slammed it home on the enemy’s temple, dropping his Health to 10%. Before he could get another strike in, I launched a fireball that took the would-be assassin to the floor, dead. The corpse went up in flames and Cutter jumped back.

We stared at the body for a moment, then it popped out of existence. A Traveler. My hands shook, and my heart hammered as I looked at the charred floor where the assassin once was. At least it wasn’t an NPC, but this was bad.

“Two assassins, one a Traveler, were high enough level to sneak into the Keep.” I calmed my breathing as I thought it through out loud. “I bet they were planning to sneak the Command Center out from under us. Kill the officers, take the Command Center, force us all to respawn back in Yunnam.”

“Right, except I don’t respawn.” Cutter air quoted the word.

“We need to check for more of these assassins. Two couldn’t have been the entire force,” Jack said as he patted Cutter’s shoulder. “Think you can get a group together to scour the area?”

“Can do, though we might want to just send the Flame Lady around doing her bright burst, whatever that was,” Cutter said with a bit more resentment than I expected.

“Eight-hour cooldown,” I said with a sigh. “The sun will be better for that by then.”

Jack shook his head as he approached me, and I could see genuine anger on his face. “I don’t want you here.”

“What?” I demanded, my chest tight with indignance as he reached for my hand.

“It’s too dangerous, Abby. That assassin would’ve oneshot you. If I were lucky, I’d survive two or three hits, just long enough to Shadow Stride. I don’t want you to have to die like that.” He pulled my hands to his face and kissed them. “Please, go back to Darkshard Keep. We can use Officer Chat to move messages between us.”

“But then you have to read your messages. When you’re in combat you need your head in the game, not in your message box. We can’t afford that.”

“Then we’ll increase the number of war room assistants, call for more help. They’ll ferry messages between them and report to us.”

I opened my mouth to protest, to say it was a waste of our alliance members’ time, but Cutter stepped in. “Sorry to break up the lover’s quarrel here, but I need to be off finding more assassins. Jack, you need to raise the alarm, get the Keep Guardians to start making rounds.”

“Right.” Jack nodded. Cutter gave a nod in return with a “wrap it up” look on his face, then spun on his heel and stepped out of the room.

Jack looked back to me. “Abby, please. I don’t want to make this more complicated, but you can’t die. The Crimson Alliance would fall apart if you were gone for eight hours. We can’t afford that.”

“I think you’re underestimating the resourcefulness and determination of the other officers,” I said between pursed lips, and Jack’s face went all puppy dog. “Alright. I’ll go back to hot, sweaty, spidery Yunnam.”

“Thank you,” he said and kissed my hand again as he tried to pull away.

I jerked him back. “As soon as we figure out how they got in and protect against that, I’m coming back here. Got it?”

“Got it.” He pecked my forehead. “Make sure you bring the operational staff back to Yunnam with you. We can’t risk losing Otto or the others either.”

Truer words didn’t exist. If it weren’t for Otto, we wouldn’t have been able to take Rowanheath. He made the Keep capture possible.

Jack tried to turn away again and I pulled him against me, pushing up onto my toes to reach his lips. His face was warm, and tense, but relaxed a small measure with my kiss. We pulled away and he pressed his forehead to mine, eyes closed tight. V.G.O. wasn’t a game to Jack, not anymore, and the pressure of something he never wanted, leadership, was weighing on him. It weighed on me, too, but we had each other. We would be alright.

“Don’t die,” I whispered.

He placed one last kiss on my forehead. “I’ll do my best. I love you.” His warm breath left me feeling terrified as he turned away.

“I love you,” I said, my voice shaky with nerves from all that had happened.

The door closed behind him, and I was alone, hopefully. I moved back to the wardrobe and grabbed my spare Initiate’s Robe. I looked around the room. There was nothing else I’d need to take, and that somehow felt sad. Just as I’d left my jacket and backpack behind at Osmark Tech with the picture of my parents, there was nothing else I needed to move on from this place.

I walked to the door, my mind running circles on the assassination attempt, Osmark, my mother... My hand lingered on the doorknob. So much had happened in the last few days, so much shit I’d hardly had more than thirty seconds to mourn my mother, and all the rest of life on Earth that had ended.

Astraea 213 had come for everyone, and while I was grateful the servers were deep enough underground to be protected from the catastrophe, maybe it would’ve been better if they hadn’t been. Maybe it would’ve been better if they’d gone offline and saved us from this eternal war we faced.

I shook my head violently, pulling myself from the morbid thought. Where the hell had that come from? Must’ve been the lack of sleep and the adrenaline.

I turned the knob and moved from the room with purpose. Otto was standing in the courtyard with three others, swords and daggers drawn.

“Abby,” Otto said with a hint of relief as he jogged toward me.

“Good to see you in one piece. We need to get the Command Center crew over to Darkshard. We’re moving our operations there,” I said as I motioned for him to follow me. I moved to the next room down the line, DeeJay’s place. I banged on the door with the side of my fist.

“I need to search the Keep for additional intruders.” Otto said the word intruders like a curse.

I turned to him. “Otto, I need you to come with me to Darkshard. For starters, I don’t want you assassinated.”

“Impossible. No one will catch me off guard.” Otto grunted.

I eyed him gravely. “Sandra did...”

His jaw tensed and the knuckles on his sword hand whitened. “It wouldn’t happen again.”

“I’m sure not, but secondly, I don’t want to die on my way to Darkshard. I need you to escort me. These assassins would likely take me out in a single backstab.” I banged on the door again, shouting, “Open up, DeeJay!”

There was no reply.

I turned the handle. Locked. Shit.

“Otto, can you break it down?” I asked as I stepped aside and buffed us both with Searing Halo.

Otto moved his sword to his off-hand and rammed his shoulder into the door as I readied a fireball. On the third hit, the doorframe cracked, sending Otto stumbling into the room with a war cry. I followed behind just as fast, the fireball held high to illuminate the dark room.

The window on the far end that overlooked the ramparts was open, curtains ruffling on a gentle breeze. We stepped over the splinters of wood to the bed on the right side of the room. Its blood-drenched sheets were pulled back, but there was no body. DeeJay was off for respawn, like Forge.

“Damn it,” I muttered.

“We need to get you and the others out of here.” Otto backed up to me, his eyes moving in a slow arc around the room, capturing everything. “There’s no one here, let’s go,” he said as he pushed on me, still walking backward.

I half turned, walking through the broken door with a sense of unease, like when I’d run up the stairs from the dark basement as a child. I’d always wanted to turn back to see if I was being chased, and always convinced myself there was no need to... that nothing was there. This time, the fear was real, and death would be permanent for Otto if we made the mistake of turning our backs on the darkness.

The population in the courtyard had doubled while we investigated the room. Delani was among the fear-stricken Alliance members, and my mind kicked the fear into action.

“Delani,” I shouted, and her head jerked my way, eyes wide with shock.

She sighed. “Abs, dude, I thought you were dead!”

I jogged across the flower-lined path between the cherry blossom trees to reach her. “We’re moving operations back to Darkshard Keep, and there’s a lot to do. I need you to start by organizing the Command Center crew and getting them down to the port-pad. We’ll have to portal out one by one. I’m going to go wake one of the Mystica Ordo.

“Next we need to secure our borders—ugh, I need to talk to Lowyth,” I reminded myself, quite unhappy about her serious attitude problem. “Okay, I need you to get everyone set up at Darkshard Command Center, wake Chief Kolle too. I’m going to have a word with our Spider Queen.”

Delani nodded, placing a slender hand on my shoulder. “We’re still in one piece. We’re good.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod, letting her optimism slow my pulse. “We’re good.”

“Go kick some ass, Abby. See ya, Otto.” Delani patted me hard on the back and took off toward the group of meandering officers.

Otto pulled up beside me. “It could’ve been worse.”

I scoffed. “Not by much.”

Otto glared and I stopped myself from saying anything else. What the hell was wrong with me? I placed my hand on his massive green forearm, my fingers looking tiny compared to his. The angry muscles in his face relaxed.

“Sorry, Otto. I didn’t get much sleep.” And the Occupational Stress debuff was still hanging around at a level 1, but there was no point in bothering him with that.

“I know. Me too.” He put his hand on mine.

I sucked in a huge breath and blew it out, letting the anger and fear blow away with it. We had shit to get done, and I wanted it all wrapped up before dawn. I narrowed my eyes to frustrated slits. “We need to talk to Lowyth.”
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Spindly Spokesperson
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OTTO AND I WALKED THROUGH Yunnam proper. Destination: the Queen’s Mouthpiece. It was an absolutely terrifying, sedan-sized spider with prickly black fur and orange highlights running over its head and back. The creature, [Spiderkin Horde Leader], camped in its massive web cast between two trees at the edge of town. Its sole purpose there was to allow for communication between the Crimson Alliance and Lowyth the Spider Queen. It did a lot more than that, unfortunately.

The Dokkalfar Ak-Hani clan were not a trusting bunch by nature, but they despised the Spider Queen. She’d killed a fair few of the Murk Elves over the years they had shared the swamp. Then again, the Murk Elves frequently hunted and ate her children, so, what’s fair is fair.

Since Jack had activated the Faction Seal in the city of Yunnam, our faction, the Crimson Alliance, became bound to the city. We were in a partnership with the people. Then, Jack went and did the unthinkable to help us win the Rowanheath Keep. He made a pact with the Spider Queen, the Ak-Hani clan’s sworn enemy. Jack had gotten a bit of bad talk behind his back from the locals after that, but Chief Kolle had shut it down.

We passed by quiet, closed-up homes and shops, Otto’s heavy plate mail clanking as we power walked. Well, Otto regular walked, and me with my stubby legs nearly jogged just to keep up. I didn’t want to get there any faster, but the sooner we got it over with, the sooner we got to go back to bed...

Yeah right, we were going to go straight to the Command Center to start the day.

The wall around Yunnam proper was beginning to look like something formidable, and even the houses within the city were being reinforced, becoming more advanced. It was really obvious how just a few days of building the faction had progressed the town. Of course, we did have a flood of Travelers and Citizens alike join the Crimson Alliance, giving us more than enough hands to help make it possible. And while that flood was partly thanks to the stunt Osmark had pulled, it was mostly due to our capture of Rowanheath.

The Crimson Alliance was the first faction to steal another faction’s seat of power. Osmark had pulled Jack into a private, face-to-face meeting he’d had Enyo, the Overmind of Chaos, organize while Jack was off for respawn from the final battle. He’d told Jack that he was relieved Carrera, the faction leader of Rowanheath and the very man we stole the Faction Seal from to form our own, had been taken out of the picture. Osmark had said a lot of things, most of which I could believe, because it was classic Osmark.

People were just cogs in his machine. I’d thought of the chess analogy first, but no, he even got the opposing pieces to work for him by predicting their moves and luring them into traps. Osmark worked his employees that way, his business partners too, and now Jack. The Crimson Alliance was a front to force Osmark’s people to work together against us, instead of against him. Cold, calculating Osmark.

Worse than that, he’d broadcasted the last remaining news report covering Astraea 213, the world-ending asteroid, to anyone who had access to the V.G.O. equivalent of a TV. Then, not more than twenty seconds after the screen went dark, he formed his own faction. Finally, to really rub it in, he’d gone on to proclaim himself in a Universal Alert as the Emperor of the Viridian Empire. I still had his message saved in my inbox. I’d read it from time to time when I needed a little pick-me-up reminder of what we were fighting for, and the comment that always stuck out to me was thus: “Eldgard needs to have a strong, stable hand at the helm of the ship.”

Like V.G.O. was the Ark, and Osmark was Noah. What a prick.

“I hate this creature,” Otto said with a shudder, derailing my rage-fueled train of thought.

“Careful, she might hear you.” I elbowed him with a laugh and he shivered again from his shoulders to his knees. “Wait a minute, didn’t you ride a spiderkin up the side of the wall into Rowanheath Keep like, a few days ago?”

He gritted his teeth. “Much to my dismay, yes.”

“Dismay, Otto?” I covered my mouth to stifle a chuckle. “Do you mean to say you’re afraid of these wittle spwiders?”

“They’re enormous,” he snapped in protest. “And no, I am not afraid of them. They are disgusting.”

The laugh I’d been trying to bury came flying out, and I slapped my hand over my mouth. Otto glared down at me, then said with a whisper, “The citizens of Yunnam are sleeping.”

I sniggered, holding my mouth shut tight until I felt composed enough to add, “A good thing too, or they’d all know how scared you are of the little spiderywiderys.”

His brow pulled all the way down to his nose bridge and he crossed his beefy arms as he glared ahead. I clamped my mouth shut again before I went hysterical with sinister joy.

We walked through the open side gate, which was just large enough for one person to fit at a time. Weary Murk Elves eyed us as we passed, holding tight to their bows and spears. They’d doubled the patrol on this side of the wall when the “Mouthpiece” had arrived. The Spider Queen had insisted that her mouth wouldn’t devour the little elves. She would make it eat only Bog Wolves and Toads, though Murk Elves were certainly a superior meal.

In truth, the citizens of Yunnam had put up with quite a lot of shit the last few days. They were used to being isolated, no outsiders, and no spiders. Now they had people coming and going regularly, time-honored traditions being observed by people they may have called enemies days before, and the freaking spiders...

“Relax, Otto,” I said, shaking his arm as his gaze flicked around the muddy swamp. “The spiderkin are keeping the forests clear of enemies, and they won’t attack us, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“I don’t trust the Spider Queen. If you die, you’ll return to Darkshard Keep, and if I die—”

“You aren’t going to die, Otto. You’re not even going to get bit. Relax. The spiderkin can smell fear.”

“Thhhat we can.” The sickening chitter of the Mouthpiece clicked overhead, and I jumped. I craned my neck skyward as a thick moss-covered branch shuddered. Otto drew his sword, putting himself in front of me.

The spider’s speech continued. “We can heeear much farther than one would think, too.”

“Lowyth, show yourself,” I declared, feeling more annoyed than afraid now that the adrenaline had passed.

The branch overhead creaked, and then another, just three feet above Otto’s head, bowed under the weight of the hulking Spiderkin Horde Leader. It slipped a black hair-prickled leg as thick as my thigh off the branch and silently stepped onto the ground. The rest of its limbs followed until we were face to yucky face with the massive creature.

Otto widened his stance and pulled his sword back, ready to strike. I stepped around him. The gesture was kind, but I wasn’t going to be eaten by this thing. Lowyth knew if she killed me that Jack would come to her den personally for a word, Shadow Bolts included.

“Whhhat do you want, insignificant ant?”

She always had a slew of insults by which to address me, all that made me small, and her prey. This one seemed a bit redundant, though.

“Two things,” I said, holding up my fingers. “Firstly, your children are moving too close to Yunnam, it’s not in the spec—”

“You dare tell me where I can and cannot go?” The spiderkin’s mandibles chattered.

I gritted my teeth. “This was the agreement you made with Grim Jack, and I am here to enforce it.”

The spiderkin moved one, goosebump-inspiring, leg forward. “Hhhow would you do that?”

I held up my hand and conjured a fireball. “I hear roasted spiderkin leg can be quite tasty when properly seasoned.”

The monster’s mandibles chattered again, sounding like laughter. “You wouldn’t break the pact. My children go where I command. Now leave.”

“Your children go where our agreement tells them they may go. They are not allowed, except on special order, to wander within the borders of Yunnam territory.” I paused as I thought of how to frame it the next part. “Second, there’s a special banquet of Imperial assassins waiting for you at Rowanheath Keep. All you have to do is find them, and they’re yours.”

The Mouthpiece truly laughed this time and stalked closer. “You mean to sssay, you need a favor... after you’ve just come to ssscold me like I am not the master of my domain? Pathhhetic.”

The Spiderkin Horde Leader kicked mud up into my face. The bog water dropped down my cheeks and off my chin as the slop of the swamp slid down my robes. I wanted to stuff my fireball right down that bastard’s throat and watch it choke. I wanted to activate Blazing Weapon and cut its legs off one by one. I wanted—

“You are nothing without the Troublesome Fly,” Lowyth said with smug satisfaction. “If you have requestsss, you will send your master. I do not comply with frivolous asks from insignificant ants. Be gone, or be eaten.”

I couldn’t upend the pact. We needed Lowyth, badly. Without her, Rowanheath would still be firmly under Carrera’s command, and Yunnam would be overrun with Imperial soldiers.

I took a deep breath through my nose and wiped the muck from my face with the back of my arm. “Your children will report to Rowanheath Officers’ Quarters where they’ll receive instructions from your Troublesome Fly.”

I spun away, though the Mouthpiece continued its chattering. “Asima’s corruption is ssspreading, and you are weak. Take care, little grub, or you may meet my fangs for your lambasting.”

What the hell did she know about Asima, or corruption? I yearned to turn back and face down her speaker. I wanted to ask questions, but also burn her child alive. Weak my ass. I had level 2 Occupational Stress already and managed to maintain my calm while talking to her.

We stalked back to the gate, my fist tight on my conjured fireball. With all Lowyth’s children swarming around the swamp, how much opposition would really be in her dungeon? She wanted me to meet her fangs? No problem. I’d even come to her.

No, that’s stupid, Abby. Don’t be an idiot.

“What’s going on in there?” Otto asked as he tapped his temple.

I tutted. “Nothing. I hate that creature.”

We passed back through the city on our way to the Keep. It was nestled in the hilly area just south of town, and I didn’t relish the idea of climbing that hill to get up there. I checked my game time: just after three in the morning. I wanted to sleep, so desperately, but I couldn’t leave Delani to handle everything.

“It seems to be more than that,” Otto accused.

I rubbed my face, feeling the gravelly mud as it started to dry on my cheeks. I’d had swamp crap slung on me by a freaking dungeon monster, and I didn’t crush it under my fiery hellstorm. I’d been woken in the middle of the night by assassins killing our officers, and didn’t get to stay to face them down.

I thought of battle commanders from my old history lessons, and how they’d been through much worse, but didn’t even flinch, let alone lose their shit. “I’m not cut out for this,” I admitted.

“No one is cut out for getting mud thrown on them by a giant spider.” He nodded thoughtfully and I shot him a glare. He didn’t look at me, but I could see the corner of his lips turn up in a tiny, thoughtful smile. “My father, Horace, wasn’t cut out for leadership either, but he became one. You can too, if you want.”

I wanted to sleep. I wanted to escape. I wanted to go back to living on planet Earth with my game job, my apartment, my cat, and my easy life.

I couldn’t walk anymore, so I stopped and took a deep breath. “Otto, seriously, I feel like I’m barely adequate for this.”

He squared up to me and put both hands on my shoulders, though he didn’t press down. “Are you trying your best?”

“Yes, of course. More than my best. I feel like I’m killing myself to keep this faction running.”

“You have never led like this before. It’s messy. It never feels like you’re getting everything right, or even half of everything right. Keep doing your best, and lean on your lieutenants. Every day will get easier, I promise.”

Why hadn’t we put Otto in charge? I closed my eyes and inhaled through my nose, smelling the soggy swamp essence clinging to my skin and robes. This was only day four. I wouldn’t expect anyone to be a perfect leader after four days of running a faction, three of them at war, and so I couldn’t expect that of myself either.

Otto was so much wiser than I gave him credit for. He was always so buttoned up and formal with everyone else. I felt really lucky I got to see the side of him with so much empathy and compassion.

I blew the held breath out, feeling my shoulders drop away from my ears and my jaw muscles loosen. “Thanks, Otto.”

“For that advice, I will take payment in the form of Western Brew.”

“I’d kill for a pot of the stuff about now. Hopefully Delani woke the kitchen staff.” I looked to the towering black spires of Darkshard Keep. “Back to the grind.”
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Powered by Western Brew
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“I TOLD LI YESTERDAY, the ballistae are not ready. Vlad has been working tirelessly on them, and when there’s progress, we’ll let everyone know.” I stepped around the black table sporting a green holographic castle of light at the center. Otto and his three stooges were standing around the projected diagram of Rowanheath Keep, pointing and jotting notes.

Toby followed after me. “Is there anything else, any other weapons he’s been working on that we could take advantage of, even experimental? We’re running on fumes out there.”

I stopped short and spun on my heel, leaning in close to him. “Don’t say shit like that. It might be the truth but it’s a self-damning truth.”

Toby gulped, then nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“We’re not running on fumes, we’re just kicking off the dust.” I took a step back and he relaxed. “Go down to the Crafters’ Hall and find Shindla, Vlad’s alchemist. She can whip something up to empower the front line, I’m sure.”

“Ma’am.” Toby gave a small salute, and he was off.

I made my way to Anton Black, the CFO for the faction. He was sitting in one of the chairs pulled off to the side of the room, his eyes distant as he scanned through his menus and messages.

He spent the majority of his time helping the faction crafters barter with merchants, especially those in Ankara. Our proximity to the rebel friendly stronghold made us great business partners, especially since Osmark was blockading his cities, preventing any merchant carrying Crimson Alliance goods from passing.

“You know,” Anton started, his British accented voice thick with annoyance, “this Osmark fellow is really getting on my nerves.”

“Tell me about it.” I puffed out my cheeks and plopped down into the plush cushioned chair next to him.

“He’s driving down the prices of Darkshard Ore by buying it up and selling it lower. He’s hemorrhaging gold from this, badly, but it’s hurting us worse. It’s a major export for our miners, you know.”

I nodded, though he couldn’t see me.

“Damn bastard. I’m going to buy it all up off of him, and turn a profit that way, if we can get enough merchants to carry it back to us. Dealin’ with the Crimson Alliance is building a stigma around it, ya know.”

“I know.”

“What can I do for you, Abby?” Anton sat up in his chair and his eyes focused on my face.

“I was just thinking, I’ve got an Accipiter contact in Harrowick, a store owner, and he might be willing to deal with us. He’s rebel friendly, so we could probably convince him to sell our wares.”

“But how would we get it there?” Anton scowled and his eyes went distant again.

“I know a rebel friendly inn owner who’s got some old secret tunnels under the city. We’d just have to get to the farmlands to the southeast and we could get in.”

“That sounds like a rip-roarin’ good time. Got anything else for me?”

“No.” I sighed. “Honestly, I came over for a rest. My feet are killing me.”

“Well, rest up, Faction Commander, it’s only eleven in the morning.” Anton chuckled darkly. He’d been awake just as long as I had, and his work was just as grueling, only mostly through menus.

“I’ll shoot you the contact information for those guys. Tell them I gave you the info. Offer to pay Patel on a commission basis at five percent, and an up-front payment of five gold per shipment. Offer Hasan ten percent consignment—he’ll want to barter, hard.”

“Sounds like my kind of man. I’ll reach out.” Anton sat back in his chair and went quiet. I opened my contact list and copied Hasan’s and Patel’s information, then sent it in a personal message to Anton.

The room around us was bustling and lively, though just about everyone was running on as little sleep as I was. We’d told the kitchens to bring us Western Brew at a steady pace. Damn the costs, we needed to be awake and alert.

Unlike coffee back IRL, the effectiveness of Western Brew didn’t lessen over time, or cause a crash. We could keep drinking it every thirty minutes for the buffs and keep on chugging. I had a feeling that was how we were going to keep the Crimson Alliance running for the next few weeks. If we had weeks...

I pushed up to my feet and walked to the pot of Western Brew sitting along the back wall near the windows. My buff was about two minutes from ending, and I didn’t want to know what that felt like. I slammed the warm liquid down like a shot and exhaled hard as I looked out over the city.

It was quite beautiful, in a swampy naturey sort of way. It was mostly towering green treetops, but Yunnam was pushing out in all directions, its wooden huts now accompanied by more Wode-like stone buildings.

“That good, huh?” Delani pulled up next to me for a refill.

“What?”

She smirked. “You like, disappeared into the void after that coffee. Must be good.” She took a sip and nodded. “Ah yeah, that’s the stuff. Back to work.”

She turned back to the action, and I watched the officers and war room runners work their magic. My stomach gave a long, whining grumble, and I opened my character sheet. Shit, level 4 Hungry. I had a wonderful level 2 Occupational Stress and level 3 Tired, but those would have to wait. The hunger part I could take care of now. No one would notice my absence. At least, not for a few minutes.

I stepped around the table and pulled up behind Otto. “Need anything? I’m going to the kitchen for a quick bite.”

Otto half turned to me, his eyes unfocused as, I assumed, he checked his character sheet. “I’ll join you in just a moment.”

I moved through the crowd to the exit and slipped out. As soon as the huge door shut behind me, I felt a wave of relief. I was out of there. It was quiet, ish, and I could stop thinking about war reports, merchant blockades, and Lowyth for at least a few minutes.

I bounded down the stairs toward the kitch— 

“Abby! Hey!” Gerald, one of our many resident herbalists, shouted up at me from the bottom of the staircase. Gardeners, cooks, carpenters, tailors and more; that’s what we’d built our faction around. If we ever made it through the war with Osmark, they’d eventually be able to contribute, but as of yet, they’d consumed more in resources than what they gave back, because of Osmark’s blockades... 

He panted as he reached me. “Really good to be catching you right now. I’ve got some schematics I wanted to run past Anton, but he’s been locked up in his business for the past two days.”

Why? Why was this happening to me?

I gave him my best smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “Gerald, look, I’m starving and need to grab a bite and get straight back in there. I don’t know if I’ve got the time...”

“Sure, yeah, I can walk with you to the kitchen if that works,” he offered, ruffling the papers in his hands as I passed him.

“I really just wanted a few seconds to myself.” I half shrugged, stepping backward away from him.

He kept following me, his hands rolling and unrolling the papers. “I get it, I do. This is really important, and if I could just have a few minutes—”

“A few minutes is all I get for myself today, if I’m lucky.”

“Right.” He clicked his tongue, then took another two steps toward me. “But it’s just, I really need a minute, tops, to explain...”

I closed my eyes and tuned him out. He was just another person who didn’t give a shit about what I’d been through. Just another Crimson Alliance freeloader who wanted to sit in the towers, crafting flowerpots while the rest of us bloodied our hands and ran ourselves ragged.

“If you’d just take a look here.” Gerald nudged my arm as he pulled up next to me.

I took a step back. “I’ve been up since two, talking to the Spider Queen, mitigating assassinations, hunting down resources. The time spent looking at gardening schematics could result in the deaths of dozens of our troops. I’m sorry, Gerald, I have to go.”

“It’s an environmentally identical simulated greenhouse, actually.” Gerald rolled the papers up and looked away.

He flexed his jaw, pursed his lips, and his eyes squinted with a watery shimmer. “I’m not a fighter, Abby. I’m not a tactician, or a leader. I’m trying to do what I can to contribute. This greenhouse would allow us to grow rare herbs and plants from any region in Eldgard. It would cut down on our gathering times, increase production rates, and give us useless gardeners something useful to do.

“But since you’re too busy,” he said with resentment and turned away, taking the stairs two at a time.

Shit, Abby, what the hell is wrong with you!

“Gerald, wait up.”

He stopped, but didn’t turn.

“I am being less empathetic than I would like. I’m sorry. It is not easy to do what we’re doing, and I’m not good at it. I’m not good at this, either. Really all I’m good at is coding and blowing stuff up.”

He looked over his shoulder, and I gave a self-deprecating smile. He turned all the way and crossed his arms.

“Could I see your plans, please?” I held out my hand.

He unfurled the paper and spread it out in front of me. Wow, it was a lot more detailed than I was qualified to look at. He’d really done his homework with the builders. It was going to cost about 150 Dark energy, the Keep upgrade currency, and take the spot we had planned for an additional barracks. We could only earn 1,000 Dark energy a day, so watching over 10% of that go to a new flower bed... 

No, we were a crafter’s faction, not a war faction. Part of our appeal was that we wanted the “little guys,” the people who didn’t want to go out hunting and questing day in and day out. The people who just wanted to try to live a normal life, like back on Earth.

“Looks good. Let’s do it.” I gave him a nod.

His brow scrunched in confusion. “But this is just the first page, I have more details on the plants we could grow.” He began flipping through the sheaves of paper.

“Gerald.” I put my hand on his shoulder to stop him. “I said yes.”

“Oh, right.” He shook his head. “Right, so what now?”

“I’ll shoot Anton a message and let him know. He’ll contact you when he’s prioritizing that build. It should only be a few hours until you have the go-ahead.” Without pause, I opened my message menu and did just that.

“And, sent. Alright, Gerald, I have to eat or I’m going to go hangry-rage-face level seven on someone else.”

“Completely understand. Thanks, Abby!” He jogged down the remaining stairs to the main hall and took off down the right toward the crafters’ buildings.

I took what felt like the fiftieth deep breath of the day and made my way toward the kitchen. I hated feeling this angry and short-tempered, especially with such well-meaning people. They were all just here trying to get shit done, like me, and I totally lost it on Gerald. What the hell was wrong with me?

I grabbed a steaming bowl of stew with thin, glass-like noodles and tipped the kitchen staff. Poor guys were working to keep everyone fed, having to venture out into the swamps to hunt and gather. Yunnam’s rice fields were not big enough to support the Crimson Alliance, and while we were expanding them, it didn’t seem like it was happening fast enough.

I took my bowl up to the Officers’ Quarters for some actual quiet. With just about everyone in the war room, I could have some time to myself. Much like in Rowanheath, there was a good-sized terrace between the officers’ rooms, complete with large trees covered in glowing Lumalgae, and little mushrooms sprouting up between the cracks in the stone floor. The balcony overlooked the city, and had a wall just the right height for leaning against with my bowl of stew.

I blew on a bite and sucked the noodles down. Those chefs deserved a better tip. Salty, thick beef broth warmed up my chest and the bitter herbs awakened my senses. I swallowed the noodles without even chewing and went back for another bite as a notification appeared.

<<<>>>

Well fed: Khao-soy

You are well fed by the beef Khao-soy. Restore 30 points of Stamina over five seconds, increase your Vitality by 10 points, and your Spirit by 10 points. Reduce stress-related debuffs by one level. Duration, twenty minutes.

The thick curry broth and noodles of this Ak-Hani favored dish is sure to give much-needed comfort in times of stress.

<<<>>>

It was like the game knew exactly what I needed. Man, everything in V.G.O. was so damn delicious. I slurped up another noodle, crunching down on the crispy bits left on top. I wasn’t sure what they were, but it didn’t matter in the slightest. I’d eaten rat before, so, not much would faze me.

“Here you are,” Otto’s voice boomed from behind. I turned to see he had a similar steaming bowl and a chunk of bread in his hand.

I gave him a nod and turned back to the view. “Sorry, I needed to get away for a second.”

“Me too.” He set his bowl next to mine on the wall and ripped off a piece of bread for me.

We finished our food in relative silence. The clanging of metal hammers on anvils, the laughter of children, and chirping of morning birds were welcome sounds compared to the constant rabble of the war room.

“What a day,” Otto said with a sigh.

I tutted. “Not over yet, not even close.”

Ping! My HUD came alive with a blinking red [1] letting me know I had a message. I grumbled. “Can’t even escape for peace and quiet, private messages go everywhere.”

Otto scowled. “I got one, too.”

My stomach dropped as a sense of dread filled my chest and I opened my menu.
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Naitee’s Call
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<<<>>>

Personal Message:

IT’S TIME TO FULFILL that promise. Come to my shop. One hour.

—Naitee Mungal

<<<>>>

Damn it, this was not the time to be called away on some quest. We had a faction to run!

“Naitee?” Otto asked.

“Yep.” I closed my menu and looked out over the trees. “What are we going to do, Otto?”

“Go to her, like we promised,” he said without missing a beat.

I growled in frustration. “We don’t have time for this. I think we have to ask if she can wait.”

He glared down at me, arms crossed.

“Don’t look at me like that. You know how important this faction is to the whole war effort. There will be other rebel-aligned factions starting up, or so Osmark says, and we’ll need to be a strong rallying banner for them. If we leave, the whole operation could fall apart.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you really believe that?”

I chewed my lip. Delani was getting pretty good at knowing what to do next, and Otto’s tactician trio were no dumb bunnies. Anton had a good handle on all the money and faction building management, and Chief Kolle had the citizens. Jack was covering the battlefront with several generals...

My resolve shifted from concern to resignation. “They will survive for a few hours while we go speak with Naitee. Whatever she needs of us is a different story that will need to be negotiated.

“Did you get a teleport scroll in your message?” I opened mine again to check. No attachment.

“Nothing,” he grumbled.

“Super, so we’ll need some disguises.” I opened Officer’s Chat. It was all text based for now, but eventually we’d be able to speak to one another, like a group chat routed directly into our ears. Pretty sweet, but we weren’t at that level yet, so I mentally typed away at a message.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat

Abby Hollander: Otto and I need to respond to an urgent matter in Harrowick. We should only be gone for a few hours, but we’ll message here if anything changes. 

<<<>>>

Within an instant, Delani was typing a reply, and so was Anton.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat:

Delani: You’re wanted like crazy in Harrowick, how are you getting there? And then how are you staying hidden there?

Anton Black: Would you confirm that trade deal with Hasan while you’re there? He doesn’t want to barter over Personal Messages... wants to meet face to face and I don’t have time for that.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat:

Abby Hollander: For transport, the Mystica Ordo plus some disguise incantations, and how we’ll stay hidden... Shindla has been working on a passion project for “beautification.” Some kind of physical attribute modification, we’re going to use that and a change of clothes. As for Hasan, yes, I can meet up with him. Message me or Otto if shit hits the fan and we’ll be back ASAP.

<<<>>>

I closed the menu, snatched my bowl from the wall, and looked up at Otto. “Let’s get to it.”

We dropped our used bowls at the kitchen and headed straight for the Crafters’ Hall. We stopped off at the tailor’s first to see what they had lying around for us. There were some cloth pantaloons and a vest for me, along with leather boots and shoulder pads. I wasn’t sure what I looked like, a merchant maybe, but definitely not a caster, so that was a good start.

Otto switched to a full leather armor set he’d been acquiring since our escapades in Alaunhylles for an occasion such as this. He looked like a hunter, but since he was garbage with bows, he swapped out to a tomahawk and a whip instead.

The Alchemy lab was the next stop to meet with Shindla, the Bronx-accented Dawn Elf woman with fiery braided hair to match her spirit.

“What brings two officers to my bubbling cauldron today?” She moved from behind her workstation to shake our hands.

Her table was covered in simmering pots of green liquid, red vials emanating pink smoke, and beakers upon beakers of a thick clear substance. She wore a leather apron over her blue gown, and thick black gloves that had been stained, on more than one occasion, with something that looked caustic.

“I heard whispers of a beautification potion that might change our appearances. We’re heading into enemy territory and need to be incognito.” I motioned to our unusual garb and Shindla nodded.

“Yeah, I’ve been workin’ up a little something. Tests out okay so far, but...” She paused with a wince and seesawed her head. “Let me show you the most recent iteration.”

She moved to one of the many shelves lined with labeled vials. The room had a high ceiling, with a fan at the top, I assumed to suck the fumes out. I couldn’t see what it was powered by, but there were several boiling beakers of water pushing steam through pressurized tubes that led to several different areas around the workshop.

“Here it is.” She plucked a shimmering purple potion from the shelf and held it out to me. I grabbed the item and opened its information sheet.

<<<>>>

Potion of Colorful Alteration

Tired of your same old skin tone? Is your hair color dull and boring? With the potion of Colorful Alteration, you can be fresh and stylish every day!

Change the color of your hair, eyes, and skin tone at random for three to six hours. 

May cause damage to the liver, stomach, or esophagus when consumed. Side effects may include hiccupping, numbness in the tongue and mouth, slurred speech, or leaky tear ducts. This potion has sometimes been associated with random, nonsensical verbal outbursts.

<<<>>>

I closed out the item description. “Uh, that seems a bit—”

“Sketchy, I know.” She took the potion back and rolled it over in her hand. “It usually picks natural tones, but sometimes you get a weird one. The whole three to six hours thing is a work in progress too.”

I held up a hand to stop her. “Yeah, but what about the whole hiccupping, numbness, damaged stomach stuff?”

She shrugged. “Everything has a price. The percentage chance for most of those debuffs is pretty low. Interested, or no?”

I looked to Otto. Even with the change of clothes, we were too recognizable, but there weren’t many other options. “How many do you have?”

She quirked an eyebrow. “Two of this iteration and about twenty others that are acceptable quality, but have more pronounced side effects.”

Great. I hoped this would be a quick quest. “Okay, so we’ll take the two, and four more of the least side effecty versions you have.”

“Cool, so, since they’re still technically prototypes, I won’t charge you.” She passed me the six potions, two of them looking a bit sickly with a green hue. “I want to document everything that happens to you for the first two minutes under the effects of the newest version.” She said it like a doctor giving an experimental drug to a patient.

I passed Otto his potion, and two of the least outdated ones, keeping the sickly looking potions to myself. If something killed me, I’d respawn in time, but... I couldn’t risk Otto getting a really bad one. He frowned at the purple potions, then ferried two away into his inventory.

I uncorked my vial and clinked it against Otto’s. “Bottoms up.”

He grumbled something under his breath, and we gulped back the liquid at the same time. It tasted a bit like boysenberries, grass, and... stale corn chips. My tongue itched, then my throat, and then my face down to my chest. It was a weird, pins-and-needle sensation, but gentle enough that it didn’t hurt, just made me want to scratch like crazy.

Shindla produced a sheet of paper and a graphite stick from her apron. “What’s going on?”

“Mah erehing ickes.” My tongue refused to work and a debuff notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added: Numb Tongue

As described on the warning label of the Color Alteration potion, clear enough for you to read, your tongue has gone numb. Duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>

“Numb mouth, itchy skin,” she said as she made little checks on her paper. “Anything else?”

Otto groaned. “I feel ill.”

“Don’t throw it up. It won’t work,” Shindla warned, and Otto covered his mouth, gulping hard. She passed him a wooden carafe and, without hesitating, he took a drink.

I looked down at the vial in my hand, suddenly worried we’d made a terrible mistake. Pink. I was hot freaking pink! I watched as the neon color shifted, and dulled, until my skin was nearly white, and then softened back to a pale pink.

I opened my character sheet in a hurry and eyed my avatar. Red, nearly orange curly hair, pink skin speckled with tan freckles, and eyes so green they looked like a cat’s. Well, at least it was a believable combination. I spun my avatar, remarking at how different I seemed in the change of clothes with the Color Alteration potion.

An icon of the potion appeared on my HUD showing four hours and thirteen minutes. I closed my menu and turned to Otto. He winced, holding his gut as he dropped to one knee. His skin darkened from green, to gray, and then faded to yellow. He opened his eyes, glaring at me with bloodshot irises.

“This is an interesting reaction,” Shindla said as she scratched away at the paper.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “Ahoo ohay?”

“Don’t. Just don’t right now.” He grabbed his face with both hands as his skin shifted again, this time to something more like Jack’s skin tone, gunmetal gray. He gasped, falling to his elbows as he panted. “I think it’s finally over.”

He sat back and looked to me with unnaturally blue eyes. Honestly, he didn’t look too bad either, and definitely not like himself. With the change of clothes and the color alterations, we hardly looked like ourselves. At a glance, no one would recognize us. After a hard stare, someone might piece it together. We’d just have to fly under the radar.

“I hink eh oying oo wuhk.” I grinned and a bit of drool leaked down my chin. I slurped and tried to wipe it away with the back of my sleeve before anyone noticed, but the smirk gracing Shindla’s face told me she had.

“You what now?” Otto grunted as he came up to his feet, holding his stomach.

I checked the debuff timer in the corner of my vision. Still another twenty seconds. I crossed my arms and tapped my foot, watching the timer with anticipation.

“Never mind,” Otto said as he waved me off, “I think this is going to work. Thank you, Shindla.”

“Sure thing. Don’t let anyone steal those,” she warned as she pointed to my pockets, as if her potions were in there. “That’s my formula I’ve been iterating on for several days. I don’t want anyone getting access to it and reverse engineering it before I nail it. Every player will want one. It’s going to be my claim to fame.”

“Oo cah cout on us. We won’t let—whoa,” I paused as the debuff ended and my mouth returned to feeling completely normal. I rubbed at my lips and swallowed back some of the excess saliva. “Anyway, we won’t let anything happen to them.”

She gave a nod and stuffed her hands back in the big black gloves before returning to her station. “Oh, and don’t take one while another is still in effect. It’ll do some weird calico shit.”

“Thanks again, Shindla, you saved our butts.” I patted Otto’s shoulder and stepped back.

“Yeah, well don’t forget it when I’m asking for someone to go out on a rare ingredient quest for me.” The sarcasm was thick in her voice as she rolled her eyes.

I stopped at the doorway. “Actually, Gerald’s greenhouse should have you covered on that front. Ask him about it sometime.”

She looked intrigued. “I will.”

I checked my menu as we walked to the port pad at the bottom of Darkshard Keep. We still had another ace up our sleeve. The faction ability, Dignitary. I opened the State Craft skill tree and looked at one of the first abilities we had picked out with Jack.

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Dignitary

Eldgard can be a hard, unforgiving land where everyone is looking out for their own best interests. Dignitaries, however, carry themselves with a natural ease and confidence, which endears them to everyone they meet.

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: None

Effect 1: Increase reputation with all neutral and friendly factions by one level.

Effect 2: 10% improved favorability when buying from or selling to friendly merchants.

Effect 3: 12% improved chance to receive unique and rare quests from friendly factions and citizens. Additionally, merchants will be more likely to stock and display “secret” class-specific items.

Effect 4: Cast Anonymous once per day per (10) character levels. Anonymous allows faction members to pass unnoticed for (1) hour in a hostile faction territory.

Restriction: Anonymous will only work for players with an Unfriendly and Hostile reputation.

<<<>>>

The fourth effect was the one that mattered to us right now, but we could only cast it three times a day, meaning only three hours of protection. And still, we would only be protected from NPCs noticing us. The players were the real problem. One player in particular I was worried about finding me.

Sandra.

It set my teeth on edge just to think of her. Last we met, I cut her head off while she was bound and gagged in the Rowanheath Keep Command Center. I was sure she was ready to get payback for that one, especially after whatever Osmark had to say of her failure. He could be very unkind at times, and I was sure he didn’t have much empathy for those who lost one of the most fortified Keeps in all of Eldgard.

Or maybe she would be too busy to come harass us. Either way, I was happy we had both the Anonymous ability and the Color Alteration potions to keep us hidden. And the bonus to merchants from the Dignitary ability would make it easier to barter with Hasan when I met with him.

Otto came to a stop and I bumped into him. “You’re doing it again.”

“What?” I snapped the menu closed to see we were at the port pad.

“Otto Pilot.” He smiled, and for a second I felt unease as I looked upon his unfamiliar face. That was good.

I got in line behind the next person waiting to portal out of Yunnam. “I’m going to activate Anonymous, just to give us the extra coverage. If the Imperial army is employing Trackers, they’ll probably still notice us even with all these changes.”

“We can only use it a few times every day. We’ll need to be careful,” Otto warned, and I waved him off as I took another step forward, the line chugging along slowly.

“We probably won’t be in Harrowick for more than an hour anyway.” I took another step forward and was next in line.

“You hope.” Otto loomed behind me, his serious eyes set straight ahead.

I stepped onto the port pad and addressed the bored looking Dawn Elf man. “Harrowick, please.”
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From Frying Pan to Fire
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I WALKED CASUALLY, or as casually as possible, toward Satin and Beech, Hasan’s shop. A patrol of Imperials marched by, their names flashing red in my HUD to let me know just how deep in the shit I was. I’d only been walking a minute or two, but already my heart was hammering, and my palms were sweaty.

Otto had teleported in right after me, and was one of the many people to be detained for a search. I pretended not to notice, and walked to a spot where I could keep an eye on him. Otto PMed me as soon as he was being escorted to the side and said he’d meet me at Hasan’s, so after a conspicuous moment of me loitering nearby, I took off.

We’d agreed to meet at Hasan’s and handle the trade agreement with him before heading to Naitee since we still had a good twenty minutes. Well, ten by the time Otto would get there.

I climbed the steps to the shop, trying not to cast the furtive glance over my shoulder that I definitely failed not to cast. My heart leapt as I bumped into something and my head jerked back around front.

“Excuse me,” said the short, mousey Dawn Elf woman as she pulled her hood up and sped down the steps. A tag flashed above her head for but a second, reading [Liset] in red.

“Sorry,” I called after her, but she didn’t look.

I rubbed my sweaty hands down Wildfire, then grabbed at the handle to the shop. The bell above the door jingled merrily as I stepped through. I felt a bit of relief at the familiar, dim, incense clouded shop of wonders.

Hasan was nowhere in sight, but I heard him yell from somewhere near the back. “Just one moment please!”

The long black cloak I’d admired when I first came to the shop was gone, replaced with an elegant white gown, embroidered with shimmering diamonds on the chest. The arms were a sheer lace material, decorated in light blue designs that snaked organically down to the wide openings at the wrist. It looked almost like a wedding dress, but I assumed it was some kind of healer’s gear.

“Ah, it’s you!” Hasan flapped his wings and propelled himself to my side in one giant leap. “You are pulling a dangerous stunt being here! Did you get new robes?” He picked at Wildfire.

“Not since I last saw you,” I said, giving him a pat on the shoulder.

His brow furrowed. “Something is different. Give me one moment, I will figure it out.”

He put his hand to his sharp chin and took a step back, scrutinizing my appearance. I opened my arms and spun slowly.

He snapped. “Ah-ha, it’s the new staff. Where is the lovely weapon I equipped you with, Embergrace?”

“Embergrave. I still have it, but no, that’s not what’s different.” I pulled the old weapon from my inventory, feeling the jolt of power up my limbs as I touched it.

He threw his hands up. “I give in, what’s new?”

“Look at my hair, my skin...”

He leaned in and stared hard at my face. “It looks the same.”

I opened my character sheet, just to be sure my potion hadn’t somehow failed during the teleportation. Nope. I was still the very red-headed, pale-skinned, green-eyed version of Abby.

“Hasan, my hair is bright red,” I said as I closed the character sheet.

He frowned. “It wasn’t always that color?”

The door swung open with a jingle and my attention snapped that way with a start. I sighed. It was just Otto. He marched through the opening and stood beside us. “Are you done?”

“Done what?” Hasan asked.

“With the agreement,” Otto said as he glared at me. I’d been fuffling around, instead of handling business.

“We’re here to meet with you in Anton’s stead about the trade agreement,” I said, getting us right to the point.

Hasan smiled. “Yes, of course. You must have some of the best crafters in the realm flocking to your faction, the Crimson Alliance. I would never take sides myself—” Otto interrupted him with an incredulous grunt, and Hasan glared. “I would never take sides anymore. It’s not profitable to take sides. It only brings remorse.”

Hasan’s fingers fidgeted, and he took another step back. His wings fluffed out and settled before he spoke again. “In any case, I would be willing to accept your wares for a fifty percent profit share.”

I cut my hand through the air, slashing at the offer. “Ten percent.”

Hasan puckered his lips and scrunched his eyebrows. “You expect me to sell your wares and risk not only my shop, but my head, for ten percent?”

I crossed my arms.

“Forty percent.”

“Twelve.” I shot back.

Hasan grimaced. “Thirty-five.”

“Twelve.”

He looked to Otto. “Why did you teach her this?”

Otto barked a single laugh. “She learned from you.”

Hasan’s eyes moved up and to the right, his lips moving as he mumbled something I couldn’t piece together. He nodded to himself, then looked back to me. “Twenty, and that’s it!” Hasan declared, crossing his own arms.

I beamed with victory and stuck out my hand for a shake. “It’s a deal.”

We shook on it and I checked the time: just six more minutes to get to Naitee. Hopefully it wasn’t truly time restricted. There was no quest for it, so it wasn’t like I’d fail. Or maybe she’d be gone?

I dropped my hand to my side. “Anton Black will coordinate with you and Patel, the inn owner at the Boar’s—”

“Yes, I know Patel. He and I are well acquainted.”

“Good,” I said with a nod. “We have to be on our way, but the Crimson Alliance looks forward to working with you.”

Hasan shot a finger into the air. “Before you go, something just came in. You might like it.” He pumped his wings and moved to the back of the shop. Dresses and cloaks trembled at his passing as he flapped one last time and disappeared around the door in the back.

“We’re going to be late,” Otto grumbled.

“It’ll be fine. She won’t die.” But what if she would? I took a breath as I let that idea sink in. What if she was in danger?

“Hasan!” I shouted as I jogged to the back. “We need to go—”

In his outstretched hands sat a glowing white orb. Its pearlescent brilliance shimmered in hues of green, purple, and red. The light swirled and shifted behind a sphere glass casing, bound tightly over the top and around the middle with a gold band. There was a clasp at the front, and a pin sticking out. It looked kinda like a grenade.

“This is what just came in. It’s very old magic, very powerful. Hold it.” Hasan pushed the object toward me and I reached out, forgetting everything else.

The light was warm, and seemed to fill me up with a sense of ease. There was goodness in the world, and I wanted to help spread that goodness. I opened the item’s information sheet.

<<<>>>

Orb of Antishade

Item Class: Ancient Artifact

It is not completely known what the effects of opening this orb could be, but the item fills you with a sense of calm and wholesomeness.

<<<>>>

Just like the Faction Seal, this item didn’t want to tell me anything about itself, but it felt awesome. I liked having it in my hands.

“How much?” I asked, unable to break my trance as I stared into the center of the sphere.

Hasan made a noise like he was considering how much he could get away with. “Two hundred gold.”

My gaze shot up to the Accipiter and my enchantment dropped away. “Two hundred? You’re out of your mind.” I pushed the orb back into his hands, and as soon as it left my grasp, I felt a bit dreary.

“You really think it is not worth two hundred gold? It is ancient artifact!” Hasan’s tone was high, his voice laden with insult.

“The item won’t even say what it does. I have no idea how to use it, how many times I can use it, or what it might do to me while sitting in my inventory. I don’t want it for two hundred gold.”

“Abby, we have to go!” Otto barked from the front of the shop, and I checked the time.

Shit, two minutes.

I shrugged. “Look, Hasan, I can take it off your hands for half that. That’s a great deal since you don’t know what it might do while sitting in your shop. Better it blow up in my inventory and send me for respawn than destroy your establishment.”

He looked down at the orb with a pinched brow. “I doubt that would happen, but it does look sort of like a weapon... One hundred fifty.”

“Abby,” Otto growled.

“One twenty and that’s all. We have to go.”

“Deal.” He handed me the orb and I passed him a fat sack of coins before running toward a very disgruntled Otto with a huge smile on my face.

I shouted back from the door, “Always a pleasure doing business with you, Hasan!”

“And you, Abby. Tell Anton I expect the first shipment tonight!”

I put the Orb of Antishade in my inventory and pushed through the door. I wanted to run to Naitee’s but I knew if I did, it would look a bit suspicious, so I power walked. Otto walked even faster, so I hopped and skipped every few steps to keep up with him.

My mind was fixated on the super sweet ancient artifact orb that sat in my inventory, and the sense of joy I felt from having it.

So. Cool.

How would I know when to use it, though? And what would it do? It was so rare I didn’t want to risk wasting it.

We arrived at Naitee’s door three minutes past, and Otto stood off to the side. “I’m not opening it.”

“Big baby,” I mumbled.

The metal knob of the door was warm to the touch, inviting me in. I twisted it and pushed the door open only to be met with the sounds of shrieking and thuds.

“Sit still!” Naitee’s cry carried from the back of the shop where the stairs led to her room.

“We’re here!” I announced as I stepped in.

There was quiet for a second, and then a trampling of feet.

“No, stop!” Naitee screamed as the trampling sound made its way down the stairs.

A red, scaly snout poked around the corner at the first landing before being jerked back with a yip.

“I said no. Stay here.” A door slammed and growling yips commenced on the floor above as the trampling thuds continued to parade about.

I yanked Otto in and closed the door behind him. He moved off to the corner, hand resting on the hilt of his tomahawk. I chuckled. What the hell had Naitee done to him to make him this nervous around her?

Naitee let out a weary sigh. “You’re late.”

“Yeah, I’m really so—oh my god!”

Naitee’s black gown was shredded at the knees, exposing her pale skin down to shin height black leather boots. There were burn marks at her stomach and chest, again, exposing scratched skin. Her white-blonde hair was tussled and singed. She looked worse than I’d ever seen.

“What happened?” I rushed to her side and she waved me off.

“Four drakes happened. I told you I could raise one, two maybe. Four?” She plopped down in a chair pulled off to the side of the room near a glass case displaying potions. “Four and they get a mind of their own. They get this pack mentality and can’t be controlled. I swear by Asima, I was three seconds from strangling them this morning.”

“I can only imagine.” I crouched beside her.

She chuckled, a dark sounding thing. “You won’t have to imagine for long. That favor you promised me, I’m cashing in.”
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“WHERE EXACTLY ARE WE going again?” I asked as Naitee drew long swooping sigils on the parchment before her.

“Atmorja Mandir, you’ve never heard of it.” She finished the mandala-like ink painting with a flourish, blew twice on the parchment, and then rolled it up and tied it in blue ribbon. It was one of the most complex scrolls I’d ever seen her write. Then again, I only had return scrolls to compare this one to. I assumed the scrolls for the secret dungeon had been quite complex.

“Why are we going there?” Otto asked from the corner of the room.

Naitee tsked. “Not you, Mr. Staldain, just Abby and me. We need someone to watch the little ones while we’re gone, make sure they don’t burn down the shop.”

Otto’s eyes bugged out of his head and he moved to protest, but Naitee cut him off. “Not to worry, they’re sleeping now, so all you need to do is make sure it stays that way. They won’t hurt you too badly.” She turned and grabbed an oily looking orange potion from the shelf. “Here,” she said as she beckoned to Otto, “this will give you added fire resistance for an hour or so, just in case.”

“An hour?” I asked with a grimace.

Naitee ruffled her fair brow. “I hope it’s not that long, as I’ll need you to get on your way soon. But we must speak with the council first about my request before you can fulfill it.” She snatched up the scroll and it disappeared from her hand into her inventory. She turned away from the counter and marched up the stairs. “Come along.”

Otto and I shared an impatient glare, and I jogged after her. “Wait, Naitee, we have a faction to operate, and not really an abundance of free time to run errands. How long is this going to take?”

She stopped cold. “You made me a promise, no matter how long it took or what I asked for. Are you going to honor that promise, or not?”

“I, well, yes but—”

She spun on her heel. “It’s either yes, or it’s no. There is no ‘yes, but’ when it comes to promises.” Her ghostly blue eyes bore into mine and my stomach knotted with worry. I’d made a promise to Jack, too. Running off on some quest would break that promise... if something bad were to happen to the faction, it would all be on me for not being there.

But there wouldn’t be a faction if I hadn’t made my promise to Naitee, and so I’d be dishonoring the very foundation on which it was built if I refused her.

I held up a finger asking Naitee to wait and opened my Officer’s Chat.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat:

Abby Hollander: Hasan agreed at 20% and expects the first shipment tonight. Any shit hit the fan yet?

<<<>>>

I waited a few moments and then saw Chief Kolle and Anton were both typing a reply.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat: 

Anton Black: Good news, thanks Abby. We’re packing up some wares now. 

Chief Kolle: All is exactly as you left it. Has the urgent matter in Harrowick developed into something more? 

<<<>>>

It sucked for me to have to ask them to keep shouldering the burden alone, but I couldn’t say no to Naitee. Chief Kolle already seemed to understand, so everyone else probably would, too.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat:

Abby Hollander: It has. I’m needed on a quest, and I’m not sure how long it will take. A few hours, or maybe at the worst, a few days. I hope not, but I’ll keep you apprised. 

<<<>>>

Delani was typing a response as I went to close the chat.

<<<>>>

Officer’s Chat: 

Delani: Crush it, Abs. We’ll hold down the fort. Where does that saying even come from. So weird.

<<<>>>

It was a pretty common phrase, but I had no idea either. I closed the menu and my view was replaced with a wrinkle-browed Naitee, eyes narrowed with impatience.

“Okay, let’s go.” I shooed her up the stairs and her face soured even more before she turned back. Our footsteps seemed to have awakened the drakes as we passed Naitee’s closed bedroom and turned to walk up another set of stairs.

“You stay here, Mr. Staldain, and watch over the little ones.” Naitee gave him a kind smile that masked impish enjoyment. Perhaps he feared her because she delighted in playful torment.

There was a chittering wail and scratching at the door as the trampling thumps started back up. Otto grabbed the handle to the door, then stopped and downed the fire resistance potion.

“Best of luck.” I shot Otto a finger gun with a wink and he grumbled something under his breath before I continued up the stairs with Naitee.

The hall was dark and so I lit a fireball, dimming it to a soft orange to keep from being blinded. Naitee chuckled. “I see the ways of Asima came to you without my guidance. This bodes well.”

“What do you mean?” I asked as we rounded another corner and proceeded up yet another flight of stairs. I didn’t remember her shop having much mass on the third floor from the outside, but perhaps I was wrong.

As we neared the top of the stairs, I noticed a rune-etched door blocked our path. Naitee swung it open and beyond the door was a tiny broom closet lined floor to ceiling with clean parchment, empty vials, and wooden boxes of different sizes.

“Now you see it,” she said with a gleam in her eye.

She closed the door and cast a fireball in her right hand. She pushed the flame against the wood, moving it around the circle of the runes. The wood crisped and blackened as she came full circle and extinguished the flame. A single second passed and the dark door shimmered, coming alive with crimson light as the runes sucked the black scorch marks into themselves.

The light squiggled and surged, illuminating all the tiny symbols I had not been able to see, until the entire door was glowing brightly. “Now, you don’t.” Naitee turned the handle and pushed the glowing door open to a banner-lined path covered in a dusting of snow.

Cold air blew through the door, smelling of fire, and the multicolored banners whipped in our direction. There were twenty banners in total, five of each elemental color, leading up a long path to a tall temple with multiple tiered roofs. Towering white peaks surrounded the temple on the three sides I could see from the stairs of Naitee’s home.

“Damn,” I said with awe, and Naitee waved me forward with a grin. I’d seen portal magic before, but this was different somehow, more fantastic. The portal openings in Alaunhylles were all close to one another, within the city limits. Wherever this was, it was not close to Harrowick.

I stepped through the door and immediately began to shiver. I held my fireball close to my chest and tried not to think about the freezing wind as I walked down the path. The door behind us slammed, and I jumped as I turned back. The door was built into a simple rock hut, only a few feet large it seemed. The red glow from the creases dimmed, until it was gone.

“Hurry up, it’s frigid!” Naitee called from up the path, and I jogged to catch her.

We approached the gently sloping stairs to the temple and I marveled at it.

The base of the temple grew up out of the ground and seemed to be made of the very mountain it sat upon. Stone pillars supported the corners of the mighty building, but much of it was also made of red and black painted wood. Hammered silver lined the awnings of the roofs, and gold-painted serpentine creatures, birds, and more poked from the highest points like lamyoug on Thai Wats.

The building grew this way for sixty feet or more at the center, and featured twenty-foot nude statues, of what I could only assume were gods, on a pedestal that rose up and around the great doors that led inside.

The statue at the far left was a man down on one knee, both arms raised wide and hands cupped as he cradled a massive brazier made of flame. The fire seemed to rise and fall at the same time, and I recognized its shape as the same one Naitee wore in red jewels on her robes.

“Is that Asima?” I asked, pointing to the statue.

Naitee cast a coy wink over her shoulder before continuing up the path.

Next to him was a woman in a dancer’s pose. She bent forward at the hips with one leg lifted high into the air behind her. Her back was curved, chest pointed toward the sky and head raised with closed eyes. Strong, lean arms outstretched like a bird taking flight. The fingertips of her left hand were burned black from being so close to the fire, but a smile still graced her face. Liquid water streamed from her pointed foot and splashed onto her back, then cascaded down to the base of her statue where it disappeared.

Another man stood beside her with a single hand stretched out to us, palm to the sky. From his hand swirled a torrent of white snow that shot into the low-hanging clouds, or maybe it was the cloud. Tiny flakes floated down from it all around us, but none of the snow seemed to cling to the temple. His eyes looked out over us with a challenge, a presence that said, “You would not dare to take me on.”

At the far right end was a muscular female who stood wide-legged, hands on her hips. While the others appeared to be sitting on top of the temple shelf, she seemed to be part of it. A sure proud grin rounded her cheeks, and her strong chin was turned slightly up. She wasn’t holding a giant basin of fire, or creating a torrent of snow from her hand, or holding an elegant pose, but she looked like the most confident statue up there. She radiated power, and knew it.

Behind the four another shelf of the temple rose up, and at the top was a place for a larger statue, but it was empty. I kept my eyes on that spot as Naitee and I stepped under the awning of the temple toward the fifteen-foot-tall doors of gold. They opened at our approach, and two blue-robed figures waited for us beyond the threshold.

The man on the left turned and swept his hand into the dimly lit hall. “Welcome, Vassal. The council is gathered.”

Naitee looked to me with a terse smile. “What he meant to say was, we’re late. Thank you, Vicar Ipthet.” She gave him a nod as she stepped up to the temple doorway, then stopped and unequipped her boots.

She stepped barefoot through the open door, and Vicar Ipthet looked to me. I dropped my gaze to his feet, then to those of the woman next to him. Also barefoot. Interesting temple traditions. I opened my inventory and unequipped my boots. The chill of snow between my toes sent a shiver up my spine, and I took two shaking steps toward the temple.

My left foot touched the floor and heat returned to my whole body in an instant. A surging, like the reverse feeling of Inferno Blast, moved up my leg and into my chest. The fireball in my hand glowed brighter and I shivered at the feeling of strength.

“Come,” Naitee’s eyes wrinkled with a grin as she reached out to me. I took her hand and stepped up.

As my right foot touched the temple, it was like closing the loop on a live wire. Heat coursed up one leg, swirled through my limbs and swooped through my head, then rushed down my other leg. It was a continuous, unbroken cycle of power.

I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply through my nose as I felt the strength I’d forgotten in the days I’d spent running the faction. I exhaled air so hot it felt like fire on my lips. Then, my body unbound itself. Knots in my shoulders released, the worry in my twisted gut vanished, and I was completely calm. Completely me.

“Welcome to Atmorja Mandir.”

“What is this place?” I asked as I looked over my character sheet. The Occupational Stress debuff was gone, as were my Tired and Hungry debuffs. I had two new buffs as well.

<<<>>>

Current Buffs

Aura of Atmorja Mandir

The Temple of the Four nourishes the children of ice, flame, stone, and water. While on the consecrated grounds of Atmorja Mandir, Spirit and Stamina regen are improved by 100%, and all negative status effects related to hunger, thirst, sleep deprivation, and stress are removed. Duration, until departing the temple.

Asima’s Illustrious

Asima has recognized your strength and deeds as a Firebrand. Wear his mark as a symbol of your devotion and earn passive Spirit regen equal to .25 x your Fire Resistance, as well as increase Spell Strength for Fire spells by .05 x your Fire Resistance. Duration, as long as you wear the mark.

<<<>>>

Asima’s Illustrious was serious shit. An elemental god had recognized me.

V.G.O. was originally intended to be a game, and the game was designed to make everyone feel special. I was certain I wasn’t the only one in Eldgard experiencing something like this. I closed the menu, feeling a little deflated.

“This is Atmorja Mandir, temple of the Elemental Aspects, home to the Order of The Four.” Naitee pulled me along through the tall, narrow hall and I stared around in wonder. The walls were the same unbroken stone and painted wood, lined with shelves upon shelves of books, trinkets, busts, huge vases depicting great battles, and ancient looking weapons.

I was surprised at first to see swords, javelins, axes, and shields, but remembered that Sorcery had a battle mage tree that seemed to allow the caster to equip heavy weapons, but at a price—it decreased their efficiency with spells. There were a fair number of staves, daggers, glowing orbs, and rapiers, too.

Every twenty feet or so was a doorway that seemed to grow out of the wall. They were well lit with torches, but I couldn’t see the end of the hall from where we walked. It was unlike any temple I’d ever been in. It reminded me of the archive at Alaunhylles a bit, but maybe that was just all the books.

“So, this is like, where all the Sorcerers hang out?” I asked as I pulled up beside her.

She moved from holding my hand to looping her arm in mine. It felt just as natural as looping arms with Jack.

“Not all Sorcerers. You must be of a certain caliber to earn a place in Atmorja Mandir, and even greater to earn a seat in the Order of The Four,” she said, explaining very little.

“Was that Vicar guy part of the order?” I gestured back toward the door.

Naitee chuckled. “Vicar is a lower title held by a member of the Order, yes. His name is Ipthet Wailong. He became a Vicar only a year ago.”

I nodded, but I needed a lot more than that. “So then, Vassal is also a title?”

Naitee grinned as we neared a staircase at the back of the hall. “You remind me of a child. You’re so eager for knowledge.” She stopped and turned to me. She reached up and tucked one of my wild curls behind my ear. “Knowledge comes with time.”

I nodded. “I don’t need to know everything now.”

“Good. Are you ready to meet the Council?” She turned and moved up the stairs without waiting for my reply.

A shock of anxiety poked at my stomach. “I don’t know, are you about to make me sing and dance in front of them? I don’t do either of those things very well without alcohol.”

“You won’t need to perform in that way.” She took the stairs two at a time and I changed my strides to match hers. There were no torches in this passage, but the orange glow from the opening above was more than enough to draw us forward.

I panted gently as we reached the top, then promptly sucked in a breath in awe. The ceiling was a dome of clear ice, allowing in ample sunlight, which projected prismatic rays over the theatre-like room. Fire, free and unbound, twisted around in a circle just below the frosty roof. The flames seemed to thrum with power at Naitee’s presence.

Water coursed down the stone walls from the ice above and pooled in a soft trench that encircled the stadium at the center. Four rows of colosseum stands crowded with chatting Sorcerers dropped in three-foot increments until they reached the arena, where three figures waited.

Naitee pulled me toward the stairs leading down into the council room. All eyes seemed to shift to us, to me, and the pang of anxiety I had felt exploded into full-blown fear.

They were all judging me, and based on their expressions, I didn’t meet expectations.
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“YOU WILL STAND UNDER Asima’s star, here,” Naitee said as she motioned to an empty space at the bottom row of the eerily cult-like arena.

I took my spot, my clammy hands fidgeting with Wildfire as she left me to go stand in the center of the room with the other three Sorcerers.

“Hey,” I said to the Accipiter man next to me as I tried to banish my nerves. What the hell was I doing here?

The Accipiter fluffed his wings out wide before tucking them back, then he gave me a gentle nod of recognition. His orange and yellow robes flowed with the movement of air, looking like dancing flames. He turned his attention back to the center of the room, looking very regal as he did. Good work, making friends already.

Naitee put a hand out to receive a woman, tall and pale like her, with white-blonde hair that came up into a loose bun behind pointed ears. She wore tight black leather pants that revealed muscular legs, and a belt studded with polished crystals. Her black leather jerkin was maybe tighter than her pants, showing off her eight-pack abs and ripped biceps. Around her neck was a crystal-studded choker with a long chain holding a massive black gem that dangled within her exposed cleavage.

Beside her was a Murk Elf man in blue-purple pantaloons that shimmered like water at the beach. They seemed to be still the more I looked at them, but as soon as I let my eyes drift up to his face, or away from him, the garb shifted and phased.

Naitee finished her greeting with the black-leathered woman and moved on to the Murk Elf man, her hand lingering on his shoulder. He didn’t smile, but I could see he appreciated her touch by the way he leaned in.

His eyes followed as she pulled away and moved on to receive the final man at the center. She shook hands firmly with the Wode man, who wore a white robe that glittered like snow, and then turned back to face me.

The Dawn Elf woman in black leathers opened her arms to the audience. “Welcome, children of the elements.” Her voice was accented like Naitee’s, but she spoke faster, stronger somehow. There was a gravelliness to it, like she’d smoked a pack a day for a few years.

The audience whooped and cheered, the section to my left seeming a bit more excited than my section, or the others. They all looked similar to the woman who spoke. They were mainly dressed in leathers, some in cloth, and fewer still in some kind of leather chainmail hybrid gear. They were all well muscled, some of them with battle-axes pinned to their backs, and others with shields.

I looked back to the section I’d been parked in. Mainly robes—reds, yellows, and golds—staves, and slender figures. Across from me were pantaloon-panted, vested, lean Sorcerers in blues, purples, and blacks. To my right, lots of white and light blue. Got it. It was the different branches of sorcery.

Naitee stepped forward, hands clasped at her navel. “Today we gather not in mourning, but celebration. We have lost one of our own by the will of Asima, and by his will, have been given another.” She gestured to me with a smile that caused my pulse to skyrocket. My heart jackhammered and my knees vibrated as my legs threatened to go out from under me.

Was I about to be inducted into a sorcery cult?

My voice caught in my throat and my rapid-firing brain tumbled all over itself as I tried to make out what was happening.

“But she is not of the Order,” the Accipiter man next to me protested, and the Firebrand section came alive with murmurs.

Naitee nodded to him. “This is true, Exarch Skethis, but she is recognized by Asima as one of his own. See her mark?”

The Accipiter, Skethis, turned to me, his eyes darting all over until they came to rest at the hollow of my neck. I opened my character sheet and zoomed in on my throat, still very fakely pale from that awful tasting potion.

What the hell? My fingers came up to touch where a blackened spot the size of a quarter had appeared. It was in the same shape as the embroidery on Naitee’s gown, the same shape as the brazier held in Asima’s arms. His mark.

My fingers traced the spot but it felt no different than the skin around it.

“She does have the mark,” Skethis declared, and I closed my character sheet. The murmurs hushed to mere whispers.

“She’s too young,” came a quiet voice from somewhere in the group. It kicked off a flurry of other complaints from all around the room, like, “She’s not one of us,” and “Does she even know our way?”

Naitee put her hand out asking for quiet and the room responded. “You may have many doubts, I did when I met her. I thought the magic would destroy her, but it didn’t. She survived her tests, but she did so with more uncertainty than I had ever seen. I thought surely Asima would claim her, but He didn’t. He saw something in her.

“And now she is marked,” she said with gravitas as she turned and paced, making eye contact with those in the audience as she did. “We have lost an Exarch of Asima, and she is marked. I will not ignore my Aspect’s command, but she must first survive her trials to ascend.”

Survive my trials? “Hold on a minute, Naitee. I don’t, uh...” I opened my mouth to ask the six million questions running through my head, but nothing came out. Everyone stared and the gentle sound of trickling water was the loudest thing in the room.

“You don’t want the honor?” Skethis asked with disgust in his tone, and the room broke into pockets of mumbling.

I shook my head. “No, I just don’t understand what this honor is. I don’t know anything but what an old Svartalfar blacksmith told me about Asima, and he said it was a legend. I want to understand, that’s all.” I looked to Naitee, who seemed to be waiting to see what the room thought of my request.

“Let us show her,” the Murk Elf next to Naitee declared as he placed a hand on her shoulder. She smiled and nodded, but looked to the other two.

“I agree, this much we can do,” the Wode man in shimmering white robes said with a nod.

The three looked to the woman in dark leathers, who crossed her arms defiantly.

Naitee took a step closer to her. “Vassal Sookda and Vassal Haraldur agree.” Naitee touched the shoulders of the blue-pantsed man and the one in white shimmering robes in turn. “What holds your tongue, Vassal Zalym?”

The woman, Zalym, lifted her head. “Survived or not, marked or not, she isn’t one of us. Worse, she’s a Traveler.”

The crowd erupted in discord and Naitee’s gaze locked on Zalym. She crossed the distance between them and leaned in close as they spoke below an audible volume. The heat pushing up my feet and through my chest seemed to swell with my growing anxiety, as if it were trying to combat my fear. Just what kind of shit did I get myself into with that promise?

Finally, the dark-dressed woman put up her hand. The group quieted again, awaiting their verdict. “We will show her.”

I was surprised the audience didn’t boo at this. They all seemed so on edge to have me there, especially since I wasn’t one of them, in more than a few ways.

The four on the stage floor spread out, Naitee with her back to me. She raised her arms overhead and triggered Inferno Blast. The flames poured out of her, warming the air around us. The fire didn’t evaporate, though. When Naitee cut the spell off, her flames were hanging in midair, thrashing and wild.

The flames coalesced and took shape: a sphere. Then, she spoke. “First, there was Gaia. She was lawless, free, curious, and unabashed.”

From the right, the man in the white robes, Haraldur, created a swirling vortex of ice that compacted into a man-shaped sculpture. The Frostlock Wode spoke as the sculpture refined, until a nude man with an intricate, wood-grain mask hung in the air. “Cernunnos came next to care for the living creatures that Gaia brought forth. But in time, the creatures of the forest overran the old ones, the first Citizens.”

The ground trembled as the stage floor broke apart and lifted up to join the fire and ice overhead. Zalym moved her hands through the air as the boulders crumbled to dust and then coalesced into the shape of a man with a sword held high overhead. “Adiculus protected the citizens.” The dust changed shape again, to a pair of women. One held a brutal sword and sported wicked armor, while the other held a scythe and dressed in a flowing robe. “Then Enyo and Sophia were born.”

Water rose over the top of the theater in a tidal wave and splashed down over the fire, ice, and stone. The stone dust dropped to the floor in a pile of mud, but the other elements remained unfazed.

The Murk Elf opposite Naitee, Sookda, pushed his hands through the air with smooth, agile movements, and the water rose up into another humanoid shape. “From Sophia, the goddess of Balance, the Elemental Aspects were brought to life to bring order to the chaotic magics that the creations of Gaia had claimed as their own.” The water’s form refined more and more until an alluring woman with long, thick hair, voluptuous curves, and... a fish tail emerged.

“Nirdhaarit, Aspect of Water, the essence of life.” Sookda spoke her name with reverence.

The mud that had sloped into a pile took shape once more, into a long, twisting creature with more legs than I wanted to count. “Shakti, Aspect of Stone, strength of all the earth,” Zalym boomed with confidence.

Overhead, the ice sculpture exploded in a shower of snow, and reformed on the ground next to Haraldur in the shape of a woolly mammoth. “Kusamay, Aspect of Ice, keeper of secrets, stillness, and silence.”

Naitee’s flame burned bright and whipped at the air as it grew wings and a long fire-feathered tail. The bird circled overhead and then dove at me, its fiery beak opened wide and claws poised to slash. Fear moved my hands, but something deeper, some will within me, activated Pyrokinesis. The flaming bird banked right, ruffling robes and hair as it pushed hot air into the audience. Awe lit up my face as I made the bird do a barrel roll, then come to a stop next to Naitee.

“Asima,” she said, pride swelling in her voice, “Aspect of Fire, the beating heart of the world.”

My hands shook as my weak arms came to rest beside me, and Naitee’s fire disappeared. She stepped close to me, grabbing my trembling hands in her own. “There were two Sorcerers who fought against the rule of the Aspects, two who had mastered all four schools of magic. The Aspects sought balance, threatened to take the Sorcerer’s hard-earned powers away, forever.”

Zalym cut in. “They battled hard with their disciples and pushed them back to the Realm of Order, but in doing so, sacrificed their lives. The disciples learned to channel the powers of the elements from the distant realm, but never again could a Sorcerer be as great as the first two... the Aspects willed it so with their balance.”

Sookda pushed the water up and over my head, back to the trench as he spoke. “They allowed themselves to become weak to one another, ensuring that no two developed magics could coexist in one body without their powers warring, ripping the host apart.”

The mud creature slithered into the hole at the center of the stage and laid itself flat, then hardened until all the moisture rose to the top in a puddle.

The ice model of Kusamay exploded once more into a fine snow and covered the arena in a glittering sheet as Haraldur said, “We are the descendants of those disciples. We teach the magic to many, but maintain the faith to a few. The more who draw on the powers of the Aspect’s faith, the weaker our Aspects become. And so, the faith must be protected to maintain the balance.”

Naitee squeezed my hands and smirked as she whispered to me, “This is the Order of the Four. This is the power we offer you—” 

“If you survive the trials,” Zalym chimed in, her muscular arms crossed tight under her bust.

“She will survive,” a familiar male voice rose up from the right. A tall man with blond flowing hair, light blue robes, and haunting eyes to match stepped into the arena. It was Eisen!

“I’ve seen her fight, and I’ve seen what she’ll die for. She does not give up, even when hope seems lost. She would not die in the trials.”

Holy shit, that was the nicest thing I’d ever heard him say.

Naitee locked eyes with me as she spoke. “It is Asima’s will to offer you the chance to join our order, and ascend to the rank of Exarch through your trials. Abby Hollander,” she said, then paused, “Greatest Sorceress in Eldgard, will you keep your promise?”
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Exarch of Asima
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A NEW QUEST POP-UP appeared in my vision as my tongue scraped against the roof of my dry mouth.

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has asked you to join the ranks of the Order of the Four and ascend to the position of Exarch, a high priestess of the Elemental Aspect Asima. There will be many trials ahead of you, and many hurdles, both internal and external, to overcome. Success will grant you great weapons to face your enemies, but failure will leave you marked with shame and close your Pyrokinesis tree forever.

Quest Class: Ultra rare

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Complete the trials from the Order of the Four without dying and return to Atmorja Mandir with the Mark of Asima upon you.

Trial 1: ...?

Trial 2: ...?

Trial 3: ...?

Trial 4: ...?

Trial 5: ...?

Failure: Fail to complete any of the trials, die at any time before all five trials are completed, reveal the secret of the Order of the Four to any non-inducted member, or be deemed unworthy by Asima at any time. If you fail, you will no longer be able to access the spells in the Pyrokinesis skill tree.

Reward: Scalable Set Items: Mantle, Cuffs, and Boots; Expanded Pyrokinesis skill tree; Asima’s Illustrious, permanent buff; 10,000 XP per successful trial.

<<<>>>

My eyes hunted over the pop-up as I tried to weigh my options. Say no, disappoint Naitee, possibly lose her as my trainer, ignore all of these sick benefits like an expanded skill tree, a permanent buff, and set items. Or I could say yes, abandon the faction for who knew how long to run off and perform these trials, and potentially lose Rowanheath, our one good stronghold in this war, to Osmark. If I failed, though, I would lose all of the Pyrokinesis abilities, which had saved my ass many times.

I closed the pop-up and looked around the room. Five trials, alone, because I couldn’t tell Otto about the Order of the Four. Maybe that was better? He would go back to Darkshard and help run things, significantly reducing the chances of anything bad happening there. And when I returned, I’d be stronger, better. Leading with this experience under my belt would be easier, and I’d be formidable on the battlefield when it came to it.

“I accept this honor,” I said, remembering Skethis’ words.

Naitee beamed, giving my fingers a gentle squeeze. Behind her, Zalym tutted, her lip curling back in disgust. What the hell was her deal?

Haraldur opened his arms to the stadium and raised his voice for all to hear. “You have witnessed Abby’s acceptance of our creed, of her quest to gain Asima’s power and favor. Guide her on this quest, show her your strength and teach her to be strong.”

The room chanted in unison, but I focused on Naitee as she said the words, “By our unity let the essence of The Four flow through her.”

Then they dispersed. Idle chatter started up as many people walked from the stands while others sat and discussed their own matters.

“Normally the trials would take place over several years as you ascend the ranks, but we have an immediate need... It will be hard to complete in just a few days, but I know you’re capable. You won’t regret this.” Naitee released my hands and turned away. She walked to Sookda, the Murk Elf Hydromancer, and a grin spread across his face. Skethis was already gone when I turned, as was the second row of Firebrands behind me.

“So,” Eisen said, his voice spinning me back around, “you’ve accepted the challenge of becoming an Exarch of Asima.”

I smiled and my cheek twitched. “Without really knowing what that even means. It’s crazy. I never do stuff like this,” I admitted.

“Like what?” He cocked his head.

“Like, join a secret society without knowing much about what they do, or why.”

He laughed. “We safeguard the power of the elements. I realize the visual introduction didn’t go into much detail. We command the respect of our Aspects, and the right to wield their power within the balance. This allows us to continue tutoring new Sorcerers, even those we don’t believe would ever join the Order of the Four. And we protect Gaia’s realm from our Aspects.”

“What?” It seemed like the Aspects fought for Gaia, not against her.

Eisen sucked his teeth and turned me away from the arena as he walked us up the stairs. “This was the part of the story that was left out. The two greatest Sorcerers who commanded all four of the elements were so powerful, Sophia sought to stop them by containing the elements each into a minor deity, as that was the limitation of her powers. But when the Aspects went to war with the First, they caused chaos and destruction throughout Gaia’s realm.

“Sophia approached the First and asked them for the greatest sacrifice. Keep the power of the elements alive in Eldgard, but separate. Destroy their own bodies and release their powers into four Vassals—”

The angry voice of Zalym cut in. “And the Sorcerers chose their four children to harbor all the power of the world. Barely old enough to walk, they were burdened with the responsibility of strengthening the sorceric ranks in Eldgard to protect the realm from a resurgence of the Aspects.”

Hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I eyed the black-leather-clad woman who casually stepped up beside Eisen. She was close enough that I could hear the swishing of material between her muscled thighs and see the outline of her veins in her bulging biceps.

He bowed shallowly, a gesture laden with sarcasm. “Yes, Zalym, they chose us, and the Aspects were banished to Sophia’s realm, reclaimed to the way of order and balance.”

“Wait, you?” I stopped at the top of the stairs and looked back to Naitee in the arena.

“Abby, this is my younger sister. Zalym, this is the woman who saved my life.”

That was the second time Eisen had complimented me... something was awry.

“Thank you for keeping our last brother from falling, it’s a shame no one did anything about the first.” Zalym didn’t reach out to shake my hand, and her gratitude sounded more like backhanded nagging aimed at Eisen. Had he somehow been responsible for the other brother’s death?

She turned to him, ignoring me just as quickly as she’d met me. “We have other matters to attend to, Exarch Eisen. Naitee will be along soon to collect her.” She said the words loud enough to catch her sister’s attention, and the joy on Naitee’s face faded to shame as she looked at the three of us.

“As you say, Vassal.” Eisen dipped his head, and Zalym moved on without us at double time. These words were starting to spin my head: Vassal, Exarch, Aspect...

“Eisen, what’s a Vassal?” I asked.

“The highest rank in the Order of the Four. They derive their power directly from an Aspect, an elemental demigod, and give back an energy, a strength of sorts. It’s hard to explain to those who’ve never experienced it.” He paused, an ironic smile flashing briefly across his cheeks. “I realize you haven’t had much exposure. Vassal is held by only one person. Exarch is held by two, the Vassal’s commanders. From there it descends through four other ranks. Some of them aren’t allowed in Atmorja Mandir... so you should feel lucky.”

“I do, I guess.”

Eisen rolled his eyes. “I see you used the ring.”

“How can you tell?” I held up my hand and inspected the silver band.

“A master can tell. Was it useful?”

I nodded gravely. “It saved a life, and condemned another.”

Despite Eisen’s distraction, Zalym’s words kept rattling around in my brain until I couldn’t help but ask. “So you had a brother, and you were all... the children of the First?”

“Still a bit slow on the uptake, aren’t you? Yes, the two great Sorcerers who died to do the bidding of the very goddess who put them all in harm’s way in the first place, they were our parents. Well, parents would imply parenting happened. Naitee and I barely remember them.” He paused, his eyes losing focus as it seemed he wandered off to find his parents in the depths of his memory. “I remember my mother smiling and her eyes sparkling. I remember my father building us a castle of stone and ice in the fields for us to play. I remember...”

He blinked and shook his head. “I must tend to the call of Shakti’s Vassal.” He walked away from me, but after three steps he stopped and half turned back. The lines of his face were long and shaded in worry, and his voice trembled with a fear I’d never heard from him as he said, “Don’t fail, Abby.”

The bare arches of my feet thumped with my nervous heartbeat, and the power flowing through me burned hotter. There was more going on here than a simple position replacement. I could feel it in the way everyone spoke, in the way they withheld. Would Naitee lie to me where Eisen had told the truth?

I pushed my chin up. “I won’t.”

“Won’t what, child?” Naitee slipped her arm through mine and Eisen sped off. We walked slowly after him toward the long hall out to the exit.

“I won’t fail. You didn’t tell me your sister was so...”

“Cold?” Naitee asked.

I pursed my lips. “Bitchy.”

“Ha! Yes, well, she’s enduring quite a lot these days.”

I’d known Naitee for a few weeks, and while it may not have been a solid few weeks, in the time we’d had together we’d developed a fondness for one another. Hopefully, this question wouldn’t dash all of that. “Your brother?”

“Eisen? He can be such a pain.” She winked playfully as we walked down the steps.

“No, the dead brother.”

Naitee’s grip tightened on my arm and her voice was sullen. “Yes, his passing was one of some contention, but it was many years ago. I’m sure it still weighs on her soul.

“Eisen and I are twins. I am slightly older by mere moments. Zalym and Jinks were also twins, but a few years younger than us. They were close, as Eisen and I are close.”

We stepped into the main hall and continued on our way as I watched Eisen turn right into one of the ancillary passages.

“So, your parents were ‘The First.’” I air quoted the words. “Seems like someone old enough to become legend shouldn’t be alive today to talk about it.”

Naitee tutted. “Eisen is more meddlesome than usual of late. He loves spreading the secrets he’s charged to keep.”

We walked quietly, listening to the bustling of the other Sorcerers. I dared not ask another question, for fear of getting Eisen in real trouble with his familial cult.

“Yes,” she finally said as we arrived at the main door. “We are many years older than we should be because of the powers our parents imbued us with. Anything else the inquiring mind needs to know?” she asked, annoyance thick in her tone as she tugged open the door to the outside. Whether that annoyance was for me, Eisen, or the lack of door service this time, I didn’t know, and didn’t feel like finding out.

We equipped our boots and jogged through the cold to the shed door. I looked back to the temple once more, my eyes falling on Asima. He held the fire up as if it were so important, so vital. His gaze was affixed to it in admiration. He stood apart from the other Aspect statues in that way, or rather, he knelt.

Shakti stood tall and confident, her element not even visible. Nirdhaarit bathed herself in her element, uncaring. Kusamay let his element go, not holding tight to it, but setting it free and unleashing it on the world. Asima was the only one who seemed to revere his power and bow before it.

Naitee opened the door and her warm house sat on the other side, beckoning us in. As we stepped through the portal, I couldn’t help but wonder what it all meant for me. What it meant for all of them.
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Drake Drop-off
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“THAT’S NOT FOR EATING!” I heard Otto’s gruff voice pleading with a drake as it growled and yipped. “I said stop! Where do you think you’re going?”

I couldn’t help but grin as Naitee and I walked down the steps toward her bedroom. Her door swung open and a red scaled head about the size of a mango, with a white diamond on the nose, popped out from around the corner. It looked toward Naitee, then seemed to smile. Its mouth hung open, teeth slightly bared, and its fat forked tongue flopped out to the side as it lumbered toward us on legs too long and paws too big. It was only about the size of a border collie, but its long legs made it look a bit more like a lanky cat.

Naitee knelt down to receive the creature, but before it made it down the short hall, it tripped and tumbled into a roll. The drake wailed gently as it climbed back to its feet, just as excited as before, and ran into Naitee’s open arms.

“Who’s a good girl?” Naitee asked the creature as she nuzzled it. The drake’s tail flicked gently from side to side as Naitee stroked a hand down her back.

Otto tromped around the bedroom door, two drakes hanging off his arm and another wrapped around his leg. He had some interesting scratches on his face and across his leather gear, but no singed spots. That potion must’ve done the trick.

“These are the worst behaved creatures I’ve ever had to endure,” he said as he shook his arm from side to side. The drakes held tight, growling. Their little tails dangled about a foot off the ground as he shook them.

The drake in Naitee’s arms nuzzled her face, licked it, and then made something like a purring noise. “Nonsense, Otto, they’re just infants. You can’t expect them to know how to behave. Plus, they’re wild animals, not pets.” She stroked the drake’s back, then scratched under her chin and she purred louder.

“Seems to me like you’ve got this one pretty domesticated,” I said as I walked past her to help Otto with his predicament.

“The females are always more docile, until they’re protecting young, then they’re the most fierce. Isn’t that right, Kak’chayrin?” She did baby talk at the drake and it replied with a tiny purr-yip.

“Wow,” I said with a chuckle as I reached for one of the drakes clamped on Otto’s forearm.

I’d handled cats before in this situation, and hoped they’d be similar enough. I pinched the dangling drake at the back of the jaw and it groaned, but opened wide enough for me to pull it off Otto. I put the drake down and it took off at a gallop back into the room. The other drake dropped off his arm and ran after the first, and the third unentangled itself from Otto’s leg to join in the chase.

Kak’chayrin nuzzled deeper into Naitee’s hair and relaxed. Naitee stood, slowly petting the drake as she walked to stand with me. “It’s always hard to let the girls go,” she said with a motherly smile.

I watched the three, I assumed male drakes, thunder around her room. Her bed was shredded, blankets toppled on the floor. Broken glass had been swept into the corner and remnants of potion ingredients stained the wood. They were hellions for sure, but Kak’chayrin seemed so sweet.

“Your first challenge will be to return them to the wild, where they should be.” As soon as Naitee spoke the words, a quest update appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has given you your first trial. Return the drakes to their natural habitat.

Quest Class: Ultra rare

Quest Difficulty: Moderate

Success: Bring the drakes to the marked locations on your map and allow them to roost. Protect them through the roosting process to complete this leg of the quest.

Trial 1: Drake Drop-off - Drakes in your care: zero of four. Roosted Drakes: zero of four.

Failure: Fail to return the drakes to their marked location, allow them to be killed or stolen, or fail to protect them through the roosting process.

Reward: Scalable Set Item: Mantle of the Dragonborne; 10,000 XP.

<<<>>>

I dismissed the pop-up. “Naitee, I thought I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. Otto’s right here,” I said as I motioned to the tattered looking Risi.

“Oh child, you think you have to do this alone? No,” she said with a demeaning chuckle. “You get one confidant, a guardian, to join you on the journey. I assumed because you brought Otto, you made your choice. Is he not your guardian?”

He looked down at me and I up at him. His left eyebrow was raised to a point, and his lips pulled up in a lopsided grin. We’d been through so much shit together, and while it would be fun to let Jack in on the secret, if I could only have one confidant, it would have to be Otto.

“Yeah.” I gave his grisly forearm a slap. “Otto’s my guardian.”

“Good. If you ascend to Exarch, he will be permitted to join you in Atmorja Mandir, but if not...” She trailed off, then shook her head to dismiss the thought. “Of course you’ll ascend.”

“What have I missed?” Otto asked as he caught a drake by the shoulder who was trying to escape. He spun it around with one hand and gave it a pat on the bottom to get it back in the room before closing the door.

I grinned. “Looks like we missed your expert parenting skills. I’ll make sure to let Arcona know next time we see her.”

Otto’s gunmetal gray skin turned a sickly pale tan as the blood fled his cheeks.

“Just kidding, buddy. I’m sure she’ll figure it out in time. Anyway, what you missed—”

“You can fill him in later, child. You need to get going if you hope to make it to the first location before dark.” Naitee opened the door to her bedroom and the three male drakes barreled out, their tiny, underdeveloped wings flapping furiously as they pounced at one another down the stairs.

Otto threw up his hands in defeat before following after the rampaging drakes with a, “Stop moving!”

Naitee led me into her destroyed workshop/bedroom to the unscathed wardrobe in the corner. Seemed it could repair itself, too, not just damaged and filthy gear.

“Here, hold her.” Naitee passed me the sleepy Kak’chayrin and I pulled her into my arms just as I would have my faithful, devious cat, Izra. She seemed to appreciate my cradling of her legs and tail, curling up into a cozy ball in my crossed arms.

I stroked her head, anticipating something like snakeskin or sandpaper, but it was more like bumpy glass. Her scales were incredibly smooth, silky almost, and hot. I’d petted snakes before and remembered how they seemed wet since they were so cold, but Kak’chayrin was warmer than me. Within seconds of having her pressed against my chest, the chill of the mountain valley had left my body.

Naitee pulled open the wardrobe, revealing several different cloaks, robes, hats, and more. She pulled on a drawer at the bottom and removed a... a harness? It looked something like a cross between a detective’s shoulder holster from those ancient crime shows and some kind of steampunk parachute.

Metal pieces clanked together as Naitee struggled to right the thing before holding it up to me. She looked at the sleeping Kak’chayrin, then to the harness. “Maybe set her down for a moment.”

I carefully laid her on some ripped blankets and slid my arms away, trying not to rouse her. The drake nestled into the torn-up fluff and returned to slumber.

“Remove the staff and put your arms forward,” Naitee commanded, and I complied. She slipped the harness up one arm, over my back, and then tucked my other arm through before clamping it in place over my chest. It dangled under my arms, and didn’t really feel snug on my chest either, but there didn’t appear to be any straps to tighten it. The centerpiece was marked by the symbol that had appeared on my neck, which was the symbol on Naitee’s robes and the shape of the brazier Asima’s statue held. Perhaps it was for channeling power? I inspected the object.

<<<>>>

Cage of Flames

Transport items of great heat safely contained within a Firebrand’s magic. The cage will not cause damage to creatures and objects with a 50% or greater resistance to fire damage. Objects and creatures placed within the cage that are not flame retardant will take .05 x the Firebrand’s Spell Strength (SS) every second it is contained by the cage.

Current Damage per Second: 16.5

Class Restrictions: Can only be used by Firebrands.

<<<>>>

Wow, no instructions on how to use it at all. Super.

Naitee helped me start it up with the power of one of my fireballs. The harness tightened snugly across my chest and back before coming alight with my fire. She helped me to shape it with Pyrokinesis until I had four two-by-two cubes made of fire hanging off my back. I had to maintain focus on the shape with Pyrokinesis, which was already a bad sign. Bulbumous at level 3 still took 70% of my concentration. However, the harness was complex enough that my Pyro points were on the rise, one every ten seconds. If I could get it to level 4, I’d be down to 60% concentration, and that would be enough to cast other spells while maintaining the shape.

“Great, now what?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I knew what.

“Now, we put the drakes in and see if you can contain them. We’ll start with Miss Chay Chay.”

“Chay Chay?” I asked, sarcasm thick in my tone.

“I don’t need any judgement from you, child. Put the drake in the container.”

I looked down at Kak’chayrin and she opened one eye halfway, then blinked and became alert. Her black-and-gold eyes were locked on the fire coming from my back, transfixed on the flowing flame. She gave a chittering purr as I reached down and pulled her up into my grasp.

“So, do I just...” I said as I lifted the fifteen-pound drake over my head and held her above the top of the cube. She kicked her legs a bit, chirping as her tail whacked me in the face.

“Try it,” Naitee offered, as if she’d never done this before.

I gritted my teeth, anticipating the worst as I dropped the drake. She made a strange chirping noise, but didn’t hit the floor, and a new pop-up appeared for the quest with a line that stated, “Drakes in your care: one of four.”

Naitee smiled as she shouted, “Otto, bring the boys!”

I heard the Risi shout a curse from downstairs and then suck in a painful breath. “Why do they bite so much?” he demanded.

“They’re teething, my dear. Normal behavior.” Naitee covered her mouth to hide her giggle.

Otto stomped up the stairs, the drakes hanging off his forearm once more. His eyes widened as they fell on me in my fire-spurting steampunk harness.

“Is that what I think it’s for?” He pointed to me with his free arm.

I laughed. “If you guessed it was an advanced babysitting tool, you are correct. Stick the drakes in.” I jerked my head toward the cubes at my back.

Otto stepped to my side and wrestled one of the boys free of his arm. There was a little yip, and I felt my back get heavier. The third drake went in, jerking me back a little farther, and my Stamina bar seemed to spring a leak. Shit.

I’d saved my stat points from level 34, along with several skill points I’d banked, and felt it was time to use them. I dropped all five of the points into Constitution, and jumped from fourteen Stamina regen per second up to sixteen, just enough to stop the leak, but there was still one more drake.

The last squealing reptile went into the cage and I grabbed at the straps under the weight. It felt at least twice as bad as my college backpack with all my robotics parts in it. My Stamina bar was dropping a tiny chunk every five seconds, and I could feel my trunk muscles struggling to keep myself righted. I’d just have to take breaks and hurry to our destination. Those two things were in opposition... whatever, we’d figure it out. We had to.

Naitee took a long black cloak from the wardrobe and threw it over me, then bunched it at my neck and snapped a pin through the material to hold it tight. I inspected the item to see it had a massive phoenix embroidered in red and gold beads stretching up the back, and the stats were pretty slick.

<<<>>>

Void Cloak

Armor Type: Light

Class: Ultra Rare

Base Defense: 30

Primary Effects:


●  +40% Fire Resistance

●  +10 Spirit

●  +2% Critical strike chance with spells

●  +10% Critical strike damage

●  Use Effect: Once per hour, cast Rebuff Fire on yourself. It will reflect a single fire spell. The spell can stack up to three times and will remain active until consumed.


The light dares not touch the darkness, lest it be consumed by the abyss.

<<<>>>

Freaking wicked. I would definitely be using it every hour until I was stacked with three of those buffs.

“Right then, off you get!” Naitee clapped her hands at us and motioned toward the door.

I grunted as I shifted under the harness. “Can we at least get a teleport scroll near the location?”

Naitee smirked and pulled a scroll from her inventory. So, she already knew I’d accept the quest.

“Be careful. The Mystica Ordo here can detect your movements, even track you, which was why I didn’t send you a scroll to port directly here. This one will send you ten miles north. This should prevent anyone from following you, and give you a good head start.”

I took the parchment with a nod and checked my supply of potions with a grimace. With the faction’s supply so low, I’d decided not to fill up and take valuable resources away from the battle.

“Otto, shop? I’m empty.”

He nodded. “Yes, we’ll need provisions, and food.”

“Alright, Naitee. How do we get back?” I patted myself down as if to verify I had all my possessions, then picked up my staff. 

“Don’t worry about that. It’ll be taken care of.” Her words carried a warning. The end of the first trial would likely lead into the start of the second. We’d have to be ready for anything.
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Not So Incognito
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THE MASSIVE BACKPACK full of drakes attracted a lot more attention than I wanted as we made our way through side streets to one of the local potion shops, Tyriek’s Cures and Curses. Fortunately, the cloak shielded the drakes from view, but unfortunately, they were yipping and growling quite loudly.

I told Otto about Atmorja Mandir and the Order of the Four, keeping my voice low and the details sparse. It was hard to maintain the shape of the cage, carry out a conversation, and walk with my Stamina dropping all at the same time.

Otto held the door to the shop open as he grumbled under his breath. “I knew that promise was going to get us in trouble.”

I shrugged. “Better than being locked up in the princess’ tower in my opinion. Who knows, maybe we’ll even have a good time.”

The inside of the shop was short and narrow, feeling more like a hallway than a store. The dark wood walls were covered in orderly pieces of parchment with drawn pictures of corked bottles, titles, and prices. Potions like “Elixir of Critical Strike” for five gold, “Draught of Night-eyes” for seven silver, and “Giant’s Bane Brew” for twenty gold. I seriously wanted to know what that was.

“Welcome in,” the man behind the counter at the end of the room greeted us. He was half-standing from his stool, leaning left and right to get a better look at the cage on my back, I assumed.

“We need level-three Spirit and Health potions, twenty each.” Otto got straight to business... but that wasn’t all for me.

“What’s that Giant’s Bane Brew?” I asked as I hooked my thumb in the direction of the poster.

The shopkeeper gave me a plastic grin. “An excellent potion for warriors. What do you have there on your back? Sounds like baby Komodos. They make fantastic mounts.” There was a greedy twinkle in his eyes that made me uncomfortable.

Otto straightened and inched in front of me. “It’s a bought and paid for delivery. Now, how about those potions.”

“Forgive my curiosity,” the man said with a disarming grin that relieved the tension. He extended his hand to me. “I’m Tyriek, the shop owner and head alchemist.”

I shook his hand. Always good to be making new acquaintances, especially in hostile territory. “I’m Sydney Fjord. This is Brock.”

Otto grunted and crossed his arms.

“Bought and paid for, you say? I’d love to just see one, something to tell my kids.”

“The potions,” Otto declared, louder this time with a growl to his voice. “We are in quite a hurry. The delivery is needed in a timely manner.”

“Understandable, of course. Let me get those for you.” He turned for the door behind him and stepped through. He rustled around for a moment, then his muffled voice came through the ajar door. “Do you want to see that Giant’s Bane Brew? There’s only one left.”

Otto glared down at me with a clear “no” in his eyes. Heck that, I wanted to see the potion. “Yes, please,” I shouted back, and Otto groaned.

Tyriek came back with two sacks clinking and clanking in one hand, and a potion the size of a wine bottle in the other. The liquid in the huge potion was white with a slight blue tint, and appeared to have a layer of some chunky substance at the top. I shivered as I thought of what it could taste like. Spoiled milk was what came to mind.

“So, what does it do?” I gestured to the huge potion as he set it down on the solid wood counter.

“Increases your Strength, Stamina, and Armor by five times for two minutes. Oh, and makes you five times as large.” He said the last part with a devilish grin. “Something for Bork, here?”

“It’s Brock.” Otto barked the name.

Tyriek put his hands up as he mumbled, “My mistake. Now, for the level-three potions, that’s a gold apiece, and the Giant’s Bane is twenty. Seventy gold total.”

I balked at his math. “I’m fairly certain that adds up to sixty gold.”

“Yes, of course, sixty. You know, I’d be willing to drop ten gold clean off for a peek at your Komodos.” He raised his eyebrows a few times and his nice-guy facade dropped.

“I don’t think so. Just the Spirit and Health potions please,” I said as I fished forty gold from my total and dropped it on the table.

“Oh don’t be like that, just a peek! You know, I bet I could get a better deal for all of them... How many are there, three? Four? I bet I could get a thousand gold apiece! You’d get a fair share, of course.”

“The contents of this box are not your business, it’s ours.” I grabbed the two potion sacks, and Tyriek snatched my wrist. My heart jackhammered away as the thought of burning him alive, right here in his own shop, flashed in my mind. That would attract a lot of unwanted attention, and completely blow my traveling merchant cover.

In a blink, Otto had his tomahawk at the shopkeeper’s neck. “Think very carefully about the next thing you do,” Otto snarled, his arm glowing with blue flames.

Tyriek released me and stepped back. “You’re going to regret that.”

“Let’s go, Sydney.” Otto put himself between me and Tyriek and walked backward toward the door.

I turned when we reached the exit and bolted out to the street with the two potion sacks in hand. Otto stopped at the exit and said something I didn’t hear to Tyriek, then slammed the door shut. I panted as my Stamina dropped another chunk. I was already down to a quarter. I pulled on the straps of the cage and the drakes made little chirping noises as they jostled about.

“Let’s use that scroll.” Otto put his hand under the cage, protected by my cloak, and lifted up. My spine suddenly felt a hundred times better, and my feet, which I hadn’t noticed were aching, throbbed with relief.

I sighed as the weight came off my shoulders and my Stamina started to refill. “Oh my god, thank you. Are you sure we should use it here? Naitee said they could track us.”

“He didn’t recognize me, but I know Tyriek. This is a bad sign for us. We need to leave, now.” He said the last word with finality.

That guy gave me the creeps too, so I didn’t hesitate to grab the teleport scroll from my inventory.

“There they are!” Tyriek shouted from the back corner of his shop. Farther down the garbage-strewn alley were two Imperial soldiers racing toward us, and only seconds away. “They stole my wares!” Tyriek lied, but there was no time, and no choice for us. The Anonymous buff had only two minutes left, and we couldn’t afford to be held for any amount of time.

I pulled the string on the scroll and the shimmering portal appeared before us.

“Stop, you!” a soldier shouted as I reached out for the magic doorway. The Imperial slammed into me like a linebacker, pushing me to the grassy ground on the other side of the portal.

I gasped for air as I looked up at the woman holding a short sword to my neck. The drakes shrieked in fear as I felt the containment field on the cage go down. I dropped two feet to the ground and heard a squelch as I landed on a drake.

“Abby!” Otto cried as he slammed his tomahawk down on the back of the woman’s neck. Blood spattered my face and I coughed, trying to blink away the hot, salty obstruction in my eyes. The Imperial collapsed onto me, and a sharp pain pierced my chest.

A pop-up appeared in the darkness of my closed eyes.

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Punctured Lung: You have suffered a punctured lung; Stamina regeneration reduced by 15%; duration, 5 minutes.

Internal Bleeding: You have sustained internal bleeding: 3 HP/sec; duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

The drakes yipped and I felt something wiggling under my shoulder as I pushed against the heavy armored woman. She rolled to the side and her sword twisted. I gurgled a scream as I grabbed the blade with my hand to stop it from moving anymore. The drake chirped as it squeezed out from under me. Not dead, good.

I blinked hard to let tears wash the blood from my eyes, but everything was still blurry. There were sounds of metal on metal and the shuffling of feet next to my head, but I couldn’t get away without moving the sword.

“Otto!” I screamed. The taste of blood was thick on my tongue and my Health bar was dangerously depleted.

The sword ripped free of my body and I convulsed as I dropped instantly to 10% Health. Heat filled my chest, and bright light shone through the blurry streaks in my eyes as Phoenix Rising activated, replenishing a little over two hundred Health.

I gasped and rolled to the other side, looking up at the pair as they danced with sword and spear. I popped off three Burning Afflictions on the red-clad soldier and watched as he went up in flames. Otto took a step back as the man collapsed to his knees, clawing silently at his throat.

“The drakes, Otto,” I wheezed as my right lung failed to fill. I dug at the sack of potions and pulled a cherry red vial free, then sucked it down. My Health refilled to 95% and the Punctured Lung debuff ended. I looked at the vial, puzzled. It was only a level 2 potion, that damn bastard!

I rubbed hard at my eyes with the black, velvety cloak. “Kak’chayrin!” I called out to the little girl, hoping she knew her name and would come to it. Otto was sprinting after one of the boys, with one already clamped onto his leather bracer.

There was a weak purr and I saw the tip of a red tail under the Imperial woman. I pried her up to see one of the boy drakes, his little wings crushed and a back leg badly broken. “Oh no, you’re okay,” I cooed as I shoved the corpse of the soldier aside.

I grabbed another Health potion and popped the cork. The drake whimpered and shivered as his Health bar flashed and drained. I tilted back the boy’s head and he thrashed.

“Please, just stop for a second.” I pleaded with the drake as he pulled his head this way and that, trying desperately to stand and get away from me.

I jammed my fingers into his mouth, his sharp baby teeth ripping at my skin as I did, and pried his jaw open. “There you go, it’s alright, you’re going to be alright.” I poured the contents into his mouth, and some on the ground as he recoiled, but enough got in his mouth to work.

His leg snapped back into place and his underdeveloped wings fluffed out. He groaned and shook his head as I pulled my fingers free, then looked up at me with big, dark eyes.

“I’ve got two!” Otto shouted from the tree line near the road. Shit, where the hell were we?

“I have one of the boys!” I replied as I pulled the drake up into my arms. He grunted at the motion, but didn’t struggle.

“Missing the girl!” Otto called back as he jogged in a wide circle around the action.

I turned around, my eyes hunting through the thick grass for spots of red. “Chay Chay!” I called out Naitee’s nickname and heard a curious purr in response. “That’s a girl. Come on, Chay Chay, where are you?”

A red scaly face with bright gold eyes popped up out of the knee-high grass ten feet away, next to the burnt Imperial soldier. There was something hanging out of her mouth. Oh no.

Ew.

“I found her!” I called to Otto as I approached the feasting drake. Hopefully she wouldn’t get a taste for human flesh so early and consider me a meal instead of a guardian. I’d just have to remember to keep her well-fed.

Kak’chayrin stepped away from the smoking body and bounded toward me. I knelt down and scooped her up with my other arm. She croaked a purr and nestled her face into my neck, smearing me with the man’s blood.

“Hold them all for a second, can you?” I asked as Otto pulled up next to me.

He grimaced as he took the additional drakes into his grasp and I got the cage back up.

“Oh, by the way, Tyriek gave us level-two potions.” I groaned as I dropped the last drake in place and pulled the cloak about my shoulders. The cage had earned me a little over one hundred Pyro points, and dropped them all into leveling up Bulbumous, the flame shaping Master for Pyrokinesis. Another slip up with the cage could be deadly for the drakes, and put the whole quest at risk.

“At least we have potions.” Otto retrieved the sacks from the ground and distributed the remaining vials between us. “Where are we heading to?”

I popped open the quest map and zoomed it out. There were two big red X’s on the map in the mountains another seven miles north of where we stood, just a few hundred feet off the road. It was the very road that Otto and I traversed the first night we met, and lead up to Havasil.

It was just past one in the afternoon, and a seven-mile trek would take me at least a few hours with the cage taking my Stamina and concentration. We could pull an all nighter and get everyone where they needed to go, but Naitee said there was no need to worry about transport back... something else was going to happen once we got all of the drakes to their roosts, and I didn’t want to be exhausted and sleepless when that happened.

“I think we need to take them all with us to Havasil, stay the night, and get them all in their proper place tomorrow morning when we’re well-fed and rested.”

Otto hummed and gestured to the cage. “Do you think they’ll let you in with those?”

I shrugged. “I do have the People’s Favor. Plus, what are a few baby drakes going to do?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Return to Havasil
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THE SUN WAS HANGING above the mountain peaks when we reached Havasil, and my Stamina was hanging around zero. Otto had practically carried me by the backpack for the last thirty minutes of the journey, and I heard him give a sigh of relief when the village’s five-foot wall came into view between the trees.

“Otto!” A little boy waved his arm over his head before hopping down from the watch post and dashing toward us. As he got closer, I realized it was the child who’d given me my first quest in V.G.O., Derik.

Otto bent down and gave the kid’s hair a ruffle. “How’s your mother?”

“Ready to pop!” He leaned back and rounded his arms in front of his body as he puffed out his cheeks.

Otto laughed.

Whoa. Otto laughed.

I stared at him for a moment, taking in his unfiltered joy.

Derik looked to me with a gasp. “Oh, it’s you! My mum couldn’t stop talking about how lucky I was that you came along, Miss, uh, Miss...”

“Abby,” I said with a smile. “Do you feel lucky?”

“Yes, ma’am!” He beamed.

Otto came to attention as he addressed the boy. “Guardsman, would you be so kind as to let us into your grand city?”

The boy straightened and puffed up his chest, then deepened his voice. “What’s your official business here, sir?”

They had a rapport I couldn’t have imagined, like Otto had known Derik his whole life.

“We need reprieve from the long road we travel for our quest.”

“Hmm,” Derik said as he circled us. “What’s your cargo?”

The drakes replied with grumbly yips. I had level 3 Hungry, and I’m sure they all were somewhere near there too... except maybe Kak’chayrin.

“What’s in there?” Derik asked, his voice returning to the higher-pitched tween boy tone in his excitement.

I knelt down and put my finger to my lips. “It’s a secret, but if you let us in, I’ll show you.”

“You can stay at my house tonight! Let’s go!” He turned for the gate and took off at a run. Damn, he was quick. Probably how he escaped the Goblins all that time ago. Without slowing down, he jumped up onto a tree stump, bounced onto the wall, and scaled it. That may have helped him escape, too.

“I taught him that.” Otto pointed toward Derik as he flipped over the wall with catlike grace.

I sighed, trying hard to keep a grin subdued. “Arcona will be such a lucky mother.”

Otto crossed his arms and stalked off toward the wall as Derik tugged open the wide gate.

“I believe you’re supposed to call the guard, Derik,” Otto half scolded as he walked through the open door.

The child shrugged. “I know ya, it’ll be fine.”

The cozy town was settling down from a hard day of work. Fireplaces were lit and little stacks of smoke twisted up toward the reddening sky. Farmers were putting the donkeys in the stables for the evening, and fishermen were wrapping up their nets. The village was only about fifty buildings, and almost all of them were houses.

“I have to stay here for a little bit, but you don’t have to.” Derik pushed the gate shut behind me and kicked some caked mud off his leather boots.

Otto ruffled his hair one more time. “We’ll help your mother with dinner.”

“She needs all the help she can get.” Derik made a face and scaled back up the wall, returning to his watchman post.

Amazing. In a town so small, I guess even the children had to help out. Or maybe this was a self-appointed position. He seemed like the kind of kid who wanted to get involved.

Otto took off through the muddy courtyard for a cluster of homes near the river, and I trailed behind him as I took in the rest of the activity. The inhabitants carried out their tasks with practiced motions, chatting with one another as they stacked up crates of netting, ropes, buoys, and other essential fishing materials I couldn’t identify. The farmers pulled burlap sacks off the backs of their donkeys and brushed them down as they whinnied with joy for a day of work done. Women came to collect the sacks, and we followed along as they made their way to the river.

“Afternoon, Otto! What brings ye up here?” An older woman, maybe in her fifties, walked beside him, one of the brown sacks slung over her left shoulder.

“Nikyla, it’s good to see you well. We’re here for a quest that’ll take us into the mountains. Can we help you?” He offered to take the sack from her.

“Looks like she’s got more than enough!” Nikyla nodded to me and I shifted under the weight of the backpack of drakes.

Otto blushed as he put his hand under the cage and lifted it some. “Yes, well, only she can carry it.”

Nikyla chortled heartily. “You’re alright, Otto. Come back when you’ve got her settled down and we’ll put you to work.” She broke off from the main thoroughfare and headed toward the water.

A dozen or so women, some as young as five and others as old as ninety, were gathered around an inlet from the river with basins and buckets. They brought in clean water from the river and emptied sacks of potatoes into the basin for washing. The younger girls carried clean potatoes from the basin to the buckets while the older ones scrubbed them with hard bristle brushes.

Life was simple here. Life was hard, but it was simple.

Suddenly my heart yearned for something so easy, so unexciting. I was about to embark on a five-trial journey to become an Exarch of Asima, a high priestess of the Order of the Four. I had a faction back in Darkshard to run, and a war to wage.

I wanted to scrub potatoes by the river and talk to my friends. I hadn’t even had time to make friends in the Crimson Alliance. Delani was a great girl, helpful, but it wasn’t as if we hung out and just talked. It was always business with us. Anton was nice, but again, just business. Even Jack—whom I loved more dearly than I knew I could—was always talking about provisions, war efforts, and where to spend our currency to keep our little rebellion afloat in a sea of Osmark’s warriors. And most of that was my fault. I was always pushing us to work harder, be better, never stop, or Osmark would win. How bad could his winning really be?

For me, Jack, and Otto... probably terrible. He’d string me up by my toes and let Sandra work me over for however long it suited her. But everyone else could scrub potatoes with their friends by the river.

“We’re here,” Otto said, pulling me from thought. We’d arrived at the door of a shoddy mud-and-log house with a straw roof. I looked at the homes around it and noticed they were in good repair, but this one seemed as though it hadn’t had much care given to it for months.

Otto took his hand off my pack and knocked on the door.

“Justa minute!” came a muffled woman’s voice. I heard the sizzling of water on a fire and then a, “Damn... Coming!”

The door jerked open with a groan and a woman with a belly the size of a kickball stood back, panting. Her brunette hair was pulled back into a messy bun, and a kind but exhausted smile graced her glowing cheeks. “Otto! And you, I didn’t get your name, miss, but please, please come in.” She grabbed my hand and dragged me into a hug.

“I never properly thanked you for what you did.” She sobbed into my shoulder as she tried to get her arms around me.

“It’s alright, really. I was just...” I paused and thought back. I recalled thinking about how much of a waste of time it was to help them, and that all I needed was my quest reward so I could get on about stopping Osmark. Now, I was here, having not stopped Osmark from fulfilling his plan, wishing that I’d never even tried in the first place.

She pulled back and looked into my eyes with tears in her lashes. “You were what, sweetheart?”

I shook the thought away. “I was just doing what was right.”

She tried to smile, but more tears came to her eyes instead. “Of course you were.” She stroked my cheek like a loving mother would her dear child, and I felt unworthy of the touch. I hadn’t been doing what was right, I’d been selfish.

Otto cleared his throat.

“Oh, silly me. Please do come in and set your things down. I just put supper on.” She bustled away back to the fireplace, and I took in the dark home.

It had a cobblestone floor with dirt showing between the cracks, and a few missing stones here and there. A table with five chairs sat next to a wood ladder that led up to a small second floor on the left. The straw ceiling was mostly covered, but there were a few small spots where I could see orange light streaming in from the evening sky. There was a room in the back with a bed, a crib, and a sheet that could be pulled across for privacy. Another small bed, perhaps for a dog, sat on the ground next to the fireplace where Derik’s mother worked.

There wasn’t much else in the home: a bookshelf next to the door with a few tattered books and some trinkets, a painting of a Wode man in his mid-forties on the wall next to the only window, and a pile of hand-sewn pillows in the corner on the other side of the table.

“Please,” she urged again, “come and set your things down. Warm by the fire.”

One of the drakes yipped loudly and she shot upright, eyes wide with fear. “What is that?”

“Don’t be alarmed, Cezka, they’re almost completely harmless.” Otto unbuckled the broach at my neck and pulled the cloak away. Cezka gasped, holding her spoon up like a weapon as the four little drakes went wild with yips and growls.

I focused my attention on the cube with Kak’chayrin in it, moving it around in front of me. I dismissed the barrier and cradled the drake in my arms. “This is Kak’chayrin. She’s very sweet, I promise.”

I scratched Chay Chay under the chin and she began to purr. She nestled up into my neck and sighed, her hot breath blowing my hair away from my shoulders. Cezka seemed to relax, her spoon hand coming down a few inches, but her other hand still held her belly in a guarding motion.

I took a tentative step toward her, still petting the drake cuddled up against my chest. “This is the last female drake for thousands of miles. I need to get them deep into the mountains where they can roost.”

“Why on Gaia’s green land would I want more drakes in the world?” She raised the spoon again and I stopped.

“Drakes eat Goblins, for one,” Otto piped in from behind me.

“They also eat children!” Cezka retorted.

“Not these drakes, not yet, at least. But I’m sure they would like something to eat. Otto and I can go out and get some wild game. With full bellies, I promise they’ll be well behaved. I’ll keep them in the cage if I have to.”

Kak’chayrin roused, and before I could stop her, she leapt from my arms. Cezka screamed and raised the wooden spoon higher.

“Chay Chay, get back here.” I knelt down and opened my arms to the drake, who looked back at me with large golden eyes. She turned her diamond nose up and took two more steps towards Cezka, then flopped onto her side next to the fireplace.

Her white-scaled tummy rose and fell with peaceful breaths, and Cezka’s hyperventilating slowed to panting.

“See,” Otto said, “completely harmless.”

The boy drakes growled, desperate to get out of their isolation chambers.

“Mum, I’m home!” Derik yelled as he pushed through the door. His eyes locked on Kak’chayrin and grew to the size of dinner plates. He sucked in a deep breath, a huge grin spreading across his cheeks. “Dragons!”
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Night Escape
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DERIK ROLLED ON THE dirty stone floor, drakes piling on top of him as he laughed. Cezka watched with unrelenting worry as she spooned herself another mouthful of venison stew. Kak’chayrin sat in my lap at the table, purring cutely and sticking her paw on my spoon hand every time she wanted a bite.

“We can’t thank you enough, Cezka,” Otto said for the twentieth time.

“Yes, well, you provided the meat.” She raised her spoon to him, finally looking away from her joyful son. “We’ve been having a lot of potatoes these days. Of course, everyone gives when they can, but they’ve got their own families to be lookin’ after.”

“Is that your husband?” I asked, pointing to the painting as I passed Chay Chay another piece of the salty deer.

Cezka nodded solemnly as she looked at the painting with misty eyes. “Yes, my light, my sweet love: Horace.”

“What?” I looked to Otto, my brow pulled down in confusion.

Otto put his hand out as if to say, “Calm down,” as he chewed a bite of stew. “My father, Horace, had an older brother. His son was named Horace in my father’s honor.”

“But still, that means that Derik is like, your third cousin by marriage?”

Cezka chuckled. “What’da think he was doing up here when the Goblins raided? He was helping fix our leaky roof!”

I gave Otto a sidelong smirk and he rolled his eyes. He’d told me all those weeks ago that he was hired to help take care of the Goblins, not patch roofs. He opened his mouth to say something when a knock at the door cut him short.

Cezka brushed imagined crumbs from her bulging apron and moved to stand. Otto put out his hand to stop her. “Let me,” he said in a quiet voice.

He walked to the door and peered between the slats in the wood before pulling it open. A burly man with a grizzled beard and mud-stained pants stood on the other side. “Forgive my interruption,” he began, his voice a deep baritone. “Otto, there’s a contubernium of eight Imperial soldiers and two merchants at the gate looking for a Risi and a Wode woman who stole from a shop in Harrowick and killed two Imperial soldiers earlier today.”

I set Kak’chayrin aside and jumped to my feet. With a thought I swapped out my merchant gear for Wildfire and buffed us both with Searing Halo and Magnus Armor. Otto was ready even faster than I was, his sword drawn before my menus were closed.

“What’s going on?” Cezka asked as she pushed back her chair. There was worry in her voice and on her face. Derik quieted, as did the drakes, and all eyes were on the man outside the door.

Otto sucked in a breath, then sighed. “Run, or fight. What do you want to do, Abby?”

I looked to the harness for Cage of Flames and then to the drakes. There was no way I could fight while keeping the cage stable, not with my level of Bulbumous, at least. Fighting would only bring Havasil more trouble with the Legion, nothing they needed.

“We’ll keep ’em safe, don’t worry!” Derik pulled the three little boy drakes into his arms, holding them tight as they groaned.

I shook my head. “No, we can’t fight them.” I grabbed my harness from the ground and shrugged it into place. “Return to the gate and tell them you searched the village for who they described but found no one. We were never here.”

The burly man nodded and looked to Otto. “Be safe on your journey, my friend.” They shook hands and Otto closed the door.

“What in the name of the goddess is going on?” Cezka demanded as she held her belly.

I pushed fireball after fireball into the harness and channeled the flames into the cage for the drakes. “Come here, Kak’chayrin,” I called to the girl. She hopped down from the chair and trotted to me obediently.

Otto explained the situation. “We ran into trouble in Harrowick. A merchant I knew wanted to sell Abby’s drakes on the black market for mounts... he was very adamant and we had to leave with haste.” 

I gritted my teeth as I cursed myself. “Naitee warned us they could track our portal movements. I didn’t realize it could lead them here, though. I’m so sorry, Cezka.”

Derik brought me the boys, dropping them into their fiery crates one by one with a kiss on the head and a whispered, “Goodbye.”

“Abby, we can beat them. Hell, you can beat them on your own with the right advantage. We don’t have to run.”

“Otto, what happens if we fight here?” I asked as I struggled under the strain of the heavy harness. Being well fed with the stew, and Wildfire’s advanced stats, allowed my Stamina to hold steady instead of dropping, but the weight was still substantial.

He nodded quietly as he realized what I already had, but I drove it home anyway. “If we fight tonight, Havasil will have a hundred armed men outside their gates tomorrow, and I doubt the Empire would have much sympathy for a tiny village that harbors wanted criminals.”

“You’re right. I apologize, Cezka. We’ll make sure none of this comes back to you.” Otto walked to her side and put a massive arm around her shoulders. Derik ran to Otto and threw his arms around his waist.

Cezka’s voice was muffled by tears as she said, “Message me to let me know you’re safe.”

“I will,” Otto promised. He ruffled Derik’s hair. “Be good for your mother.”

The boy nodded, his eyes brimming with tears.

I threw my cloak over my shoulders and pinned it at my neck. The drakes quieted in an instant, as if they knew we needed to travel by stealth.

“I wish you good fortune, Abby.” Cezka put an arm around Derik to keep him from following after Otto as he moved toward the door.

“I’ll make sure it isn’t another month before Otto comes to visit.” I equipped my staff from my inventory and stowed everything else.

Otto gripped the handle to the door then looked to me. I could see the days of stress weighing down his features, and the worry in the creases of his pained eyes. He didn’t want this to come back on Cezka or Derik, but also knew we couldn’t abandon what we’d started. There was only one way forward for us.

I pulled in a long breath before giving Otto a nod. “Do it.”

The door opened at his command, and blackness seemed to spill in around us as we rushed into the night. We stole through the muddy alleys and narrow passages toward the rushing river. Otto knew the way into the mountains, knew how to get us out of here undetected, so I trusted him to lead me through the black.

Otto held tight to my hand as our feet squished and squelched in the dark earth, our breath misting in cold fog about our faces as we panted. He stopped at an intersection, looking left and right. My breathing slowed and I heard angry shouts from our left, at the south gate to Harrowick.

Torches lit up the open yard that we’d walked through just a few hours before as we watched the Citizens work for their daily keep. Now, death walked through that yard. Eight Imperial soldiers in red flowing capes and white tunics were led by a man marked by wealth. His tunic was adorned with blue stripes, and his polished silver helmet shone against the firelight they carried.

Two citizens, a thin Hvitalfar man and a massive Wode woman dressed like merchants, walked among them, their faces marred with anger. The woman, who had tribal tattoos wrapping her bare bicep, looked down our narrow street, her eyes squinting as she brought her hand to her forehead. I held my breath and pressed my face against the sun-warmed wood of the cabin and pulled my hood up higher. She couldn’t see us. Wodes don’t have good night vision.

The group moved to the west, out of sight, and I let out my breath. Otto sprung back to motion. We turned right and ran against the side of a house smelling of smoked fish. We passed another that was dark and dilapidated, then pulled around the corner of a short brick wall and slumped against it. The drakes tussled and yipped gently as I bumped into the solid stone, but the sound of rushing water drowned them out.

My hand trembled; not because I was trembling, but because Otto was. He looked up at the clear moonless sky, exhaling a deep breath he’d been holding into the night. He whispered something to the wind that blew from the north and smelled of pine. I closed my eyes and took in the scent, just like my very first few moments in Eldgard. Pine, rapid waters, fire, and shouts.

These men were more dangerous than Goblins though. They could call for thousands of reinforcements, and would not stop until they found us. If the Imperials believed we’d been given safe passage here, Havasil would be worse off than if the Goblins raided. Disloyalty in Osmark’s ranks was met with more than justice... he would bring finality to that justice, make an example of Havasil so no one would cross the Empire for familial bonds, or otherwise.

Otto dashed for the next house, this one farther. The sounds of angry shouts and the glimmers of torchlight were distant. I heard fists slamming against wood doors, calling for our heads. They would never know we were there. Cezka and Derik would be safe. It would be okay.

I cringed at the lie. We shouldn’t have stopped in Havasil. We should’ve known better.

We trudged our way through the sparse apple trees, rotten, fallen fruit crunching and squishing underfoot as we labored toward the water. The spray of the river on my face mixed with the sweat, and I wiped at my forehead with the back of my sleeve. My Stamina was dropping every second we ran, and my feet caught on the fallen logs in my disoriented haze. Otto held tight to my hand, jerking me back to standing every time I tripped, like a child in tow.

I tugged on Otto’s arm and whispered, “Stop.”

He moved us behind a large berry bush, though the houses of Havasil were far out of sight. None of the Imperials would be able to see in the dark, just like I couldn’t, and so we were safe in the trees. I opened my map and looked for the marked spots where we’d need to drop the drakes. There was one just above us, not more than three miles away, and another farther north and west along the mountain range. It was nestled quite deep in the forest, at least another two miles away from the closer spot.

“We’re not far, another hour or so.”

Otto crouched. “Do you think it’s wise for us to move on this quest while being pursued?”

I couldn’t sleep with the cage. We couldn’t return to Naitee. We couldn’t wait for the Imperials, or Tyriek, to find us. The drakes needed to get home. We’d have to figure out some way, something, to keep them safe.

“I don’t see another option. We can set up traps around their roosts to help protect them, but the more of a head start we have on the merchants, the better chance we have of our tracks being covered by snow or other animals movements.”

A distant cry of, “Here,” pulled my attention back toward the town. Maybe they’d found our footprints leading out of the city. Maybe they’d seen us.

Otto grabbed my hand and turned away from Havasil. He pulled me to the water’s edge, his chest heaving with huge gulps of air. The water rushed past us in muted blues and whites. The rapids splashed against massive boulders that had dropped into the river just weeks before when I had tumbled down the mountainside with them.

Otto dropped to his knees as his gear swapped back to the leathers from plate and chainmail. “Get on my back.”

“The water is freezing,” I protested.

“It’s the only way to cover our tracks out of Havasil.”

I didn’t like it, but there didn’t seem to be another choice. We had to lose the tail, and we had to go north; the river would help us with both of those. I hoped Otto was strong enough to swim against the rushing current with me and the drakes in tow.

With a thought I exchanged Wildfire for my merchant gear. Wherever we came ashore, I’d want to have a dry set of clothes to swap out to. I wrapped my arms around Otto’s neck, threaded my fingers together at his throat, then crossed my legs and locked my ankles at his chest. I prayed to whatever god was listening... Nirdhaarit, Gaia, Cernunnos, Asima, whoever: Please, keep the drakes safe.
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Dashing Hypothermia
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WE’D BEEN SWIMMING for what felt like twenty minutes, but it had only been twelve. My limbs had long since stiffened with the stinging anguish of the river’s freezing touch. I was shivering, and I could tell by the way Otto pushed through the water that he was losing mobility to the cold. I checked my debuff notification.

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs: Hypothermia

Your body temperature has dropped below 95 degrees Fahrenheit, and you are entering hypothermia. Stamina regeneration is reduced by 30%, movement speed is reduced by 50%, and your skills improve 20% slower. Duration, indefinite. There will be no improvement until you’re on dry land.

<<<>>>

I shook my head. I knew that this was the only way to lose our tail, and we had a responsibility to make sure the hunters didn’t find the drakes. If only I’d just taken the one drake, and not killed Kak’rana... the other three would be with her now, learning to do drake things instead of being hauled through a freezing river. I wondered if the original egg I’d stolen had been Kak’chayrin, or one of the boys. What would it be like now if I’d only taken that one, and run?

The rapids whipped us about and Otto dropped all the way down. My stomach tightened as all my muscles shivered with the cold. I focused on keeping the cages up as we moved, and the fiery kennel repelled the water. That was good, we wouldn’t have any sick drakes in the morning.

Otto took a deep breath as a rapid splashed him in the face, and I turned my head away, trying to avoid getting any more cold water on me. The drakes yipped as Otto swam, and I constantly checked the dark shore for prying eyes.

“How... far?” Otto asked between chattering teeth.

I checked the minimap. “Only another mile.” My own lips quivered and I tried to think warm as we moved through the numbing river.

Otto didn’t say anything, but paddled harder, and he kicked off the rocks below his feet to propel us faster. He wanted the drakes to be safe just as much as I did. I didn’t know the black market mount trade, only so much as what Renzik told me about the slave trade what felt like ages ago, but I knew it wouldn’t be kind. They’d torment the drakes, break them, and ensure they were subservient to their master’s will.

We cut through the rushing water until Otto climbed ashore. He dropped to his side into a thin layer of crunchy snow. The drakes and I fell in a heap next to him, and I lost control on the containment kennels. I reached for the drakes as they ran off, but then realized what I needed to do to call them back, and cure Otto’s hypothermia, was light a fire.

“Change out your gear,” I said, teeth chattering. I swapped from my merchant disguise to Wildfire. I felt warmer in an instant, and was able to get my mind back on the task at hand.

I grabbed a few twigs from the ground around us and cast Burning Affliction on them. They went up in flames, and I dropped them beside Otto’s head. The snow around him melted, but I knew those twigs wouldn’t hold a flame for long.

“I’ll find some more,” I said as I summoned a fireball. I held it close to my chest for warmth. The drakes growled and cantered back toward Otto, collecting around him and the fire.

We couldn’t stay long, and we’d have to throw the fire into the river when we were done. I just needed to get Otto warm, get the Hypothermia debuff off him, and we could go. I wasn’t going to be able to hold all four drakes in the cage all night, and we needed to sleep at some point before the next trial. We’d have to find some place to hole up with whomever we couldn’t drop off tonight.

I turned toward the forest, my night-blind eyes struggling to see anything of use. I dimmed my fireball and held it overhead with a shaking arm. There were some fallen branches, and although many of them were damp, I collected them up and stuffed them in my inventory.

Farther in, there were dead branches hanging from a tall pine that seemed to have been struck by lightning. I reached for them with my trembling free hand. They snapped off easily, and I gasped as I looked around the forest. The only sounds were hoots, rushing water, and the whistle of the wind through the trees.

When I was certain no one was alerted by my branch breaking, I snapped off another two, then ran back to Otto. The twigs were nearly out when I got back, and Otto was trembling so hard it looked like he was having a seizure, but I knew the only thing that could help was a fire, so I set about it, dismissing thoughts of failure from my mind.

I arranged the dry branches around the burning twigs and dropped my fireball into the center. The wood went up in an instant, and Otto curled around it with the drakes. Kak’chayrin hopped into my lap, her little legs shaking as she licked the bottoms of her paws. I lit another fireball and held it close to her.

The boys lined themselves along Otto’s chest, overlapping wings on one another as if to collect more heat.

“Do you think... we lost them?” Otto asked, his massive jaw chattering as he spoke.

“We can wait at the den to see,” I offered. “I didn’t see anyone in the forest, or hear anything, but that doesn’t mean we’re not being followed.”

“Cezka has sent me a message.” Otto’s eyes went distant as he continued to shiver. “She says the Imperials and the merchants are staying the night in Havasil, some of them in her home.”

So, they intended to track us in the morning. They were going to have a hell of a time looking for our trail after it went into the river. We crossed over to the other side, too, making it even more of a challenge for them to find us.

Otto’s chattering subsided, and he sat up. The drakes groaned in protest, then piled into his lap. “We should get your containment back up and be on our way. The more distance we can get between us and Havasil, the less likely they’ll be able to find us in the morning, or the drakes.”

I nodded and began pushing fireballs into the chest piece of the harness. It came to life under my black cloak, and I shaped it into the two-by-two boxes. Otto hoisted all the drakes in his arms and dropped them into the cage at my back. 

He pulled me up by the straps and I gained my feet. My butt was wet from the muddy snow, and it felt terrible against my skin. Nothing to be done for it.

Otto grabbed one of the wet logs and started scooting the fire toward the river. Exactly my thought. The logs went in with a sizzle-splash, and I kicked the mud around where the impromptu campfire had been to hide the singe marks. That would have to do.

We turned toward the roost location on the map, Otto keeping his hand on the cages to prop them up as we walked in the dark. I tripped, a lot, but Otto had sure footing the whole way, and yanked me back to standing before I ever hit the ground.

My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to suck in more air. My Stamina was getting low when I realized we were walking up a shallow incline. The minimap zoomed in, and I could see the X was close.

“Do you need a break?” Otto asked as he pushed up on the cages more, relieving my shoulders of some weight.

“Nearly there,” I whispered with a pant. “No point in stopping now.”

I could see the dark sky through the tree branches ahead, and I knew we were about to reach some kind of clearing. My legs were burning, but I bit down against the pain, sucking air through my teeth as I pushed on.

The trees thinned, but the landscape was still well protected with cover. Huge gray boulders were clustered around the exact spot where the map was marked. I got to the first massive rock and dropped to my knees. The cage bottom dropped to the ground and I sighed as the weight of it sank into the rocky earth.

“Which one is this for?” Otto asked as he hunted around the den, his eyes scanning in all directions.

I checked the quest.

<<<>>>

Quest: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has given you your first trial. Return the drakes to their natural habitat.

Quest Class: Ultra rare

Quest Difficulty: Hard

Success: Bring the drakes to the marked locations on your map and allow them to roost. Protect them through the roosting process to complete this leg of the quest.

<<<>>>

“It doesn’t say... perhaps it’s any of them.” I looked at the map again and noticed a small symbol next to the X. It was the sign for “male.”

“Oh, a boy I guess.” I pulled one of the squares out from behind me and checked to see if it was Chay Chay. It was one of the boys, though I wasn’t sure which. I deactivated the kennel and the drake dropped into my arms.

He kicked and fought in my grasp, yipping and growling to be free, so I set him down. The boy ran off between the rocks, climbing his way ever so slowly to the top of the boulder pile. Then, a ten-minute timer appeared in the corner of my vision.

<<<>>>

Drake Roosting

Protect your target through the roosting process. If your target gets distracted or damaged, the roosting progress will pause until the drake can resume full attention on the process.

<<<>>>

“We have to protect him for ten minutes.” I climbed back to my feet with a grunt.

“From what?” Otto drew his sword.

I shrugged. “It doesn’t look like there’s anything here.”

A low snarl reverberated from the tree line beside us, and I readied a fireball. Green glinting nocturnal eyes stared back at us, then looked to the tiny parading drake at the top of the boulder mountain.

I launched the fireball at the creature, but it jumped back, easily dodging. The fireball burst on the ground beside it, lighting up the mountain lion for a brief second. It was twice the size of an average dog, with white fangs that poked out from behind curled lips.

The cat launched itself at Otto, and he slashed down at it with his sword. The lion yowled and dropped back, limping on 40% Health.

“Otto, my fire will be pretty bright up here...” I said as I moved behind him for protection.

He took a circling step closer to the angry mountain lion. “Leave it to me.”

The mountain lion hobbled back as if it were uncertain if it could run from Otto, or if it had to stick out the fight. It went with the latter, lunging once more. Otto cut across the feline as he sidestepped, and it fell to the stony ground in a heap at my feet. Its life bar was empty, and its eyes distant.

Otto knelt down. “Some crafting materials. Do you want them?”

I shook my head and looked back up to the little boy parading around his new home. I wondered if this had been the cat’s den that we’d just stolen. I felt a little bad, but then again there were probably tons of mountain lions in these hills, they’d be fine.

There were no other interruptions and after eight more minutes, the timer completed. The little drake gave a victorious roar as he planted his feet on the tallest boulder. After a moment he descended and disappeared in the darkness between the stones.

“Next stop?” Otto asked as he finished wiping his sword clean.

I opened my map. “Two miles deeper into the mountains,” I groaned. Two miles wasn’t a big deal, but two miles with these drakes, trekking up and down thousands of feet, was a big deal.

The little boy drake reemerged at the bottom of the den, looking at us with green glinting eyes. Was it just me, or was he already considerably larger? It looked like he’d grown six inches in height, and probably a foot in length.

The drake’s gaze shifted from me to the mountain lion, and he jumped out, sinking his teeth into the recently deceased cat. Oh yeah, he was definitely bigger. Perhaps there was more to the roosting process than just finding a home?

He tugged like a dog with a rope, dragging the corpse back between the boulders.

Otto cringed. “We’d better keep moving before he thinks we’re something to eat, too.”
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Den of the Mother
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PURR, PURR, PURR.

I opened my eyes to a gentle vibration on my chest and gave Kak’chayrin a pat.

Otto and I had delivered two of the males to their roost locations in the night, and managed to find a cave to hole up in with the remaining two. The fire crackled as it ate up the last log, leaving only warm embers and soft red light beside me.

With a yawn, I pushed my arms and legs out in a big stretch. Kak’chayrin tried to pretend I wasn’t moving at all as she dug her claws into my chest to stay aloft. Otto was still snoring to our right, and the remaining boy drake, the one Derik had called Chili, was asleep in the crook of his armpit.

I cast Flame of Holding on Chay Chay, wrapping her in the warm tendrils of my care and lifting her weightlessly from my chest. To my relief, she remained asleep through the process. I pushed myself off the rocky, pine needle strewn floor and moved to the opening Otto had blocked with boulders. There was no way these rocks would’ve stopped the drakes from leaving the cave, but it was sweet that Otto was thinking of them, and me.

Then again, Otto may have been feeling responsible for their safe return, too. He was the one who had helped me kill their mother, Kak’rana, for my Firebrand quest. It seemed only fitting that my ascension from simple Firebrand to Exarch of Asima would have me undoing the very damage I’d done in the first place.

Kak’chayrin gave a quiet whimper as she wiggled under the spell’s hold. Her eyes moved back and forth behind her lids, and I wondered, do computer drakes dream of electric sheep?

There was a ping in my ear and a red [1] zipped across my screen to a tiny “mail” icon that faded in and out in a second. I opened my menu and panned to the social tab. It was Naitee.

<<<>>>

Personal Message: 

Be strong today. 

—N

<<<>>>

It looked as though she’d written it in a rush, like someone was watching her.

I could only imagine the message meant that the trials would move on as soon as the last drake was deposited. What could it be?

Be. Strong.

Did she want me to allocate points to the Strength stat? Did she want me to hold back tears when I dropped off Chay Chay? Would I have to bench press the other Exarch of Asima? I didn’t know, and her vagueness ticked me off. Why bother sending a cryptic message at all? Now I was just flustered, and perplexed, and not at all open-minded enough to think my way out of whatever problem was about to spring upon us.

Chay Chay wriggled again and I saw her little paws quivering in her attempts to run after imagined prey. I’d let her sleep a bit longer. Otto, though, he’d need to get up.

I moved to the Risi’s side and knelt beside him. He snorted softly and cracked open his eyelids. Then, in a blink, his bloodshot eyes were all the way open and a crease of worry deepened on his forehead.

“What is it?” he asked in a groggy, morning frog voice. It had been pretty cold in the cave, even with the fire, and the chilled, dry air had done a number on my throat too.

He moved his arm and Chili roused, with quite a bit less urgency than Otto had.

“There’s nothing,” I said, giving Chili a pat. “It’s time to go drop these little ones off. I want to make sure we’re covering our tracks as best we can to protect these locations. I don’t want anyone coming up here to hurt them, or worse, that creepazoid from Harrowick stealing them from their homes.” I clenched my fist at the thought of Tyriek coming to take Chay Chay away to be someone’s mount. I couldn’t let that happen.

Otto turned his head away and coughed a few times, loosening some phlegm he then spat across the cave. “We have plenty of river water, and potions, but I neglected to grab any extra food before we left.”

Chili started moving toward the exit and Otto scooped him up, then stood. The drake gnawed on the Risi’s leather-covered forearm as Otto popped his plate gear on from his inventory. Though Chili’s gnawing behavior was common, the drakes were probably hungry, too.

“I’m worried a fire large enough to cook over would draw too much attention, but I can cook something small as we walk. Fish, maybe?”

He nodded and pulled my harness from the cave floor, then offered it to me. “You clean up here, hide the fire as best you can, and I’ll see what I can get out of the river.”

I strapped into the fiery backpack, got the drakes situated in their cages, and got to work sweeping out the evidence of our presence. I tapped my teeth with worry at the clean stone floor and walked out to the trees to collect fallen pine needles, pine cones, and dirt. I tossed them haphazardly into the cave until it looked something like the wind had blown them in.

Otto hiked up the side of the hill with four bark-stripped sticks, each with two fish speared on them.

“Wow, that was fast,” I remarked as he handed me the first skewer to grill.

He looked into the cave and gave an approving nod. “Yes, you did well, too.”

I held the stick with raw fish so it wouldn’t drip down my arm and looked around us, worry turning my gut. Would a tracker be able to find us? Find our tracks and locate the drakes? Based on what we’d seen last night, the drakes just might be large enough to protect themselves by the time anyone came looking.

I set about cooking the skewers with a fireball as we walked. The first one was burnt, and the second was raw, but the drakes enjoyed them all the same. The next two were good, needed salt, but were good.

After the successfully cooked fish, I noticed a red [1] in the corner of my vision. I opened the menu to see I’d achieved level 1 in cooking, but I didn’t have time to look over the skill tree, nor was I going to waste points there, so I cleared the message and walked on.

With only the two drakes, my Stamina was holding steady, and we were able to keep a quick pace through the coniferous forest. The change in shape for their container had proven a good choice as well, as it was much easier to carry, and I was earning a lot of Pyro points. I was just fifty shy of leveling Bulbumous to 5, which would unlock Momentus. I’d been salivating for that Pyrokinesis ability since I’d had a taste of it when Naitee sent the flaming phoenix diving at my face. I’d pushed it out of the way on instinct, but the mastery would give me so much more control over the ability to move fire at will.

We got within a half mile of the last two X’s, and the minimap zoomed in. The first X was only a few hundred feet away with the symbol for “male” next to it, and I scanned the tree line for any indication of the spot.

“Otto, we’ve got the third spot. It looks like it’s for Chili.”

He pulled up beside me. “Where?”

I changed the transparency of the map to 30% and turned until my marker was pointed toward the location. “There.” I pointed through the trees to a small rocky mound.

Otto took point, his sword gripped tightly in his main hand. We hadn’t encountered much wildlife outside of the mountain lion. Otto told me we were lucky most of the bears had begun their hibernation routines, but still, he was on alert just in case. A grizzly bear could be the end to our little journey, he told me, especially one blessed by Cernunnos, the god of the wild.

Chili and Kak’chayrin yipped as we neared the mound and the smell of sulfur wafted through the air. Yep, this was definitely the spot. Otto took us around to the east side of the mound, where white smoke trailed up to the sky through a gap in the rocks.

No, not smoke, steam. The midmorning sun behind us glinted off the hot droplets and spread a rainbow over the mound. Aside from the stink, it was serene, and it would be a lovely home for Chili.

Otto circled around a few times, looking for a better entrance than the one with hot steam pouring out, but that seemed to be it.

“At least he’ll be well protected,” I said with a shrug as I pulled Chili’s cage around front and deactivated it. The drake dropped into my arms with a tiny grunt and looked around with excitement. I knelt down and whispered to Chili, “Does this look like a good spot, boy?”

The drake looked up to me, head cocked to one side as its scaly brow wrinkled. If he’d had ears, he would’ve looked exactly like a confused dog. Chili looked back at the opening to his new home with little apprehension, and prepared to launch himself from my grasp.

“What if he can’t get out when he gets bigger?” I looked to Otto as I held tight to the little drake.

Otto shook his head. “I doubt Naitee would select a location where he could become stuck. There’s likely another opening, or he’ll make one for himself. He is a drake, after all, with sharp claws and fair burrowing skills. He’ll be fine.”

He crossed his arms, but I could see I’d planted the same seed of worry in him.

“Maybe...” Otto trailed off, then walked toward the opening. His arms glowed a bright, fiery blue as he picked up a massive boulder, larger than me, and hucked it at the crevasse. The rocks collided with an ear-splitting crack, and when the dust settled, the opening was another two feet wider.

Otto turned back to me with a nod. “There, now he’ll be fine.”

Chili was scrambling to escape my tight hold, and I released him. Chay Chay gave a soft yip, and Chili turned back from the opening. He gave his own confident chitter in return, then made his way down into the darkness.

Within a few seconds, a ten-minute timer appeared in the corner of my vision indicating that Chili had initiated the roosting process.

We stood alert outside the cave entrance as the timer ticked down to zero. Chili gave a victorious growling roar as he claimed his home, and the counter for drakes in my care dropped to one of four, while roosted drakes upped to three of four.

“Just little girl now,” I said with a sigh. We were one step closer to completing the first of many tasks, and just a little over a day had passed since we’d answered Naitee’s call. I was filled with a sense of impending dread, as if there was too much ahead of me and not enough time to do it all, or do it all the right way. The Crimson Alliance would be needing us back, but I had to see this through too.

“What’s going on in that vacant stare?” Otto pulled me from the anxiety-inducing thoughts and back to reality.

I pursed my lips into a thin smile. “Nothing, let’s keep moving.”

He smirked. “You’re worried about her.”

I chuckled. “A little.”

“You’re worried about the faction.” He said it like an accusation, like he wasn’t surprised but he was disappointed.

“I’m worried about how slow we’re moving,” I said with a playful taunt. “Let’s go.”

We trudged through the forest, my stomach twisting with a sense of guilt, indignance, and frustration. What was he thinking about me? Why was he upset that I was worried about our faction, our family?

Chay Chay squeaked as she hit the ground, and I spun around to see she’d fallen from the containment field... that was no longer active. I scooped up the drake and stroked her cheek as I whispered my apologies.

“What happened?” Otto asked.

I shook my head, blinking a few times as I looked at our surroundings. We’d moved quite a bit farther than I thought possible in the few seconds I’d been thinking. I checked my map. We were nearly to her roost location, halfway up the side of the mountain. My Stamina was at zero and slowly climbing back up.

“I got distracted, I guess.” I petted the drake a few more times, then reactivated the cage and dropped her in.

Otto scowled and turned back to the hike up the hillside. There wasn’t a path, but Otto’s heavy footfalls stomped down most of the shrubbery and cleared the way. It wasn’t long before my Stamina bar was once again near empty, but the marked location on the map was close. I pushed through, panting hard, until we came to an opening that looked all too familiar.

This was Kak’rana’s den.
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Slavers
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THE WAY DOWN WAS EASIER than I’d remembered it being weeks before, so I spent my time working with the flame cage. I experimented with pushing out new cubes and enveloping swarms of Leatherwing Heatleeches and using Pyrokinesis to compress the walls of the cube down until there was nothing left of them but red mush.

It was pretty disgusting, but my executioner’s use of Bulbumous was earning me a mad amount of Pyro points. I’d already put a hundred of the points into leveling Bulbumous to level 5, and unlocked Momentus. Using the movement-altering skill required all of my focus, and so I wasn’t able to try it out while still holding onto Chay Chay in her cage.

Otto’s face was dripping sweat by the time we reached the bottom, and I was a tad warm myself, though happily buffed with Residual Heat. I’d forgotten how sweltering the pit had been, or... was it worse than before? I couldn’t tell.

“This way,” Otto said as he pointed toward the cave where we’d fought Kak’rana.

Chay Chay yipped with excitement as she felt we were nearing her home. It would be sad to let her go, but I knew she’d be better off here, with plenty of things to eat like bats, giant lizards, and probably a few adventurers from time to time. She’d grow to be a big, strong Hoardling Drake, whose little eggs would provide Firebrand potions for generations to come.

Heat poured from the opening around the corner, and Otto staggered backward. “It’s overrun with open lava pits.” He covered his face with his arm as he dropped to his knees and coughed. I looked around the corner to see he was correct. There’d been one or two bubbling pits when we’d fought Kak’rana, but now there were at least fifteen.

I pulled back around and gave Otto a few pats on the back as he coughed. Would it be safe to leave the little girl here with all of this volcanic activity? Maybe there was some kind of symbiosis between drake and den that I was unaware of that had kept this mountain in check. We’d just have to see once she claimed her spot.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got this,” I said with confidence as I pulled my cloak around my arms.

Clack, whoosh!

I gasped as hot pain radiated from my stomach. I could hear tinny yips from Kak’chayrin, like she was trapped in a can of soup. My fingers moved to my belly and touched something wet and sharp.

Clack, whoosh!

I stumbled forward as another crossbow bolt ripped through my abdomen.

“Abby!” Otto’s distant shout snapped me to the present, to the flashing red of my Health bar.

I downed a potion as I ran around the corner, into the heat and hopefully out of line of sight. Pain shot from my stomach to my skull, pounding away, and a notification appeared in my vision. I dismissed it with a blink, and grabbed onto the arrowhead with a groan. My Health was dropping every second I had these bolts sticking out of me, and the potions couldn’t heal the wounds until the obstruction was removed.

“Shit,” I cursed through clenched teeth as tears of pain welled up.

Out of the corner of my eye I caught Kak’chayrin trotting toward her roost spot between smoldering ponds of hot liquid earth. It was the very mound I’d battled and killed her mother on.

The timer for roosting appeared in the corner of my vision.

“Double shit!”

I cried out as I tugged on the crossbow bolt. I could hear Otto grunting and swords clashing around the corner. Otto needed my help, Chay Chay needed me to protect her, and I was useless like this.

Everything in me begged me not to touch that bolt again, but it had to come out. Now.

I blew out all the air in my lungs and bared my teeth, then pulled as hard as I could. The bolt dropped away, slick with blood, and I gasped as a “Bleeding Out” notification appeared. I sucked down another Health potion with trembling fingers, then jammed the previous bolt between my teeth.

I grabbed the remaining arrowhead in my gut and yanked. A dragging sensation radiated through my skin and across my intestines. It was as if a hundred million needles were stabbing them as I moved the bolt. The timer for Kak’chayrin’s roosting crawled by in my vision as every moment seem to last an eternity.

That feeling after my first tooth came out, that empty, awkward sensation in my gums that I couldn’t stop tonguing...

That felt nothing like this. This felt like I’d pulled out a spool of my own intestines and my lungs were dropping away from the top of my chest in the absence. It felt like the nanotechnology spreading through my veins for the first time, except sharp, like tiny vicious monster bots that wanted to eat me from the inside out.

I rolled to my side and gasped as my Health dropped to fifty percent, forty-nine, forty-eight...

I pulled yet another precious Health potion from my inventory and drained it, shooting my Health back to full. The remnants of pain sent pings to the nerve endings in my digital brain, but I ignored it as I climbed to my feet.

Heat filled my chest, but not from the crossbow bolts, or the lava, but from the sight of Tyriek as he rounded the corner, shackles in hand. He stared, eyes wide with fear as I raised both hands in front of me.

I triggered Raging Inferno Blast, the shockwave of the spell sending tremors through the cavern. Tyriek dropped to the ground feet from me and rolled, trying to escape his fiery justice. Not today.

He crawled to get out of my line of sight, and I followed him, narrowing the beam of Inferno Blast with Pyrokinesis until it ripped the flesh from his bones. The heat in my chest swelled and the fire grew hotter, blue and deadly. Tyriek’s Health hit critical as my Spirit dropped below 50%.

Clack, whoosh!

Pain stabbed into my shoulder and I dropped to my butt, another crossbow bolt speared through my shoulder. There were three bodies littering the ground, and Otto was locked in combat with a rogue type, two bolts protruding from his leg and another lodged in his arm.

Tyriek scrambled to pull a potion from his belt. The two archers were reloading, and a caster sat in the back, slinging white spells at the Rogue as he battled with Otto. With a blink I triggered Piercing Glow to buff Otto, then grabbed a Spirit potion from the dwindling stack in my inventory and sucked it down.

Clack, whoosh!

I cast Shell of Molten Ash at the sound of the crossbows launching deadly bolts my way. The shield popped with a gout of flame, spraying the entire enemy party with fire. One archer was on the ground, Burning Affliction searing her hair and clothes, while the robed caster worked a complex series of motions with his hands.

Blazing Weapon came to me in a blink, the fiery javelin feeling like vindication in my hands. I pounced on the Rogue, spearing him through the back as I moved toward the caster with purpose.

The robed man staggered behind the standing archer, whose weapon was aimed straight at my head. The bolt launched from the crossbow and I pivoted, twisting out of the line of fire as the metal arrow whistled past my ear.

I speared the arbalist with a flick of my wrist, then dropped to the ground as I canceled Blazing Weapon, turning it into a wicked bomb. The javelin exploded in a shower of blood and fire, knocking the caster toward the pit of lava. His robes ignited and he flailed uselessly to get them off.

Sharp agony radiated up from my left kidney and I dropped to my knees. My lungs ached as I shrieked, and another sharp stab hit me in the spine.

Darkness was closing in around the edges of my vision, and I felt the heat in my chest consume me. I wanted to rip the offender limb from limb with my own claws. I wanted to burn them alive for hours and then tear at their charred flesh with my sharp beak.

The pure rage exploded out of me in a blinding white...

“Abby!” Otto’s voice jarred me from the darkness.

I was looking at Tyriek. His face was burnt down to the muscle tissue. I gripped his throat, my hand tight on his frozen esophagus. His neck cracked, and a sickening rip followed as his body dropped away from his head and crumpled to the red-stained cavern. A shiver of disgust shot down my arm and I threw the head away from me. I turned in a circle, my gaze falling on the burnt and mangled bodies. Arms here, unidentifiable chunks there, and blood everywhere.

“What happened?” I asked as I finally found Otto slumped against a wall, his Health hovering at 30%.

He shook his head, eyes wide with fear.

“I was on the ground, someone was stabbing my back.” I reached to the spot and felt the rips in Wildfire, but there were no wounds.

There was a new debuff notification in the corner of my vision, something I’d never seen before. It looked like a fiery cloud of smoke with two bright orange eyes at the center. I selected the debuff to bring up the information sheet.

<<<>>>

Debuff: Corruption of Asima

The great Fire Aspect Asima has blessed you with his recognition, but damned you with his poison. The corruption of your elemental aspect has fully infiltrated your body through your Firebrand abilities. Suffer even more reduced mental clarity and tolerance for anxiety or depression. At times of great emotion, you may lose control to the corruption.

<<<>>>

Otto growled as he pulled the last crossbow bolt from his arm, then drank down two Health potions. I moved to his side and helped him to stand.

“I know what happened to me,” I whispered as I looked to the debuff again. “Remember how Lowyth said something about Asima’s weakness? I think... I think there’s something else going on here, something darker.”

A high-pitched screech yanked my attention to the stalled roosting timer in the corner of my vision. I ran to the opening of Kak’rana’s den to see Chay Chay wrapped in chains and someone in a dark cloak dragging her toward the back of the cave.

I ground my teeth as I cast a fireball and marched toward the enemy. They’d been so concerned with capturing Chay Chay, they hadn’t even noticed the outcome of the battle around the corner. All they wanted was their payout, and they’d sacrifice anyone or anything to get it.

I shot the spell at the thief with malice. The fire splashed against their cloak, hardly making a dent in their Health, but it got their attention. The thief’s eyes locked onto me, and I was already preparing another Fireball cast, this one channeling alongside Dazzle. There was no doubt this dolt had less in his Intelligence attribute than Strength, and for that, he would pay.

A notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Gotcha!

The enemy has been ensnared by your spell, Dazzle. Duration, 15 seconds.

<<<>>>

“Otto,” I called, and he was by my side. I tossed my cloak over his shoulder with one hand to shield him from the intense heat of the lava. “Kill him.”

He moved forward with purpose, sword drawn and blue flames licking up his arms. The thief stood motionless, stunned, and I made sure to keep my fireball well within his line of sight until the sword came chopping down through his neck.

The chains clattered to the floor and I rushed to help Chay Chay get free. I looted the corpse of the thief to find some gold, assorted potions, the key to the shackles, and a few good items to add to the faction vault.

“Want to see what’s left in the carnage?” I shrugged at Otto and he gave a nod.

The clasp on the little drake’s neck clicked free, and Chay Chay leapt into my arms. She purred, rubbing her face against my chin, and I nuzzled her.

“Off you go, make your home.” I pointed her toward the mound and she gave a little grunt, rubbing against my hand one more time before bounding up to her roost.

The timer resumed and I watched her stomp around the top of the hill. I pumped my robes from the warmth of being within twenty feet of an open lava pool, but promptly stopped at the smell of blood. It wasn’t too hot for me, but after all that action and getting my guts smeared all over Wildfire, I was wanting a bit of air, just not air that smelled like my insides.

Was it going to be safe to leave her here with the new fissures of lava open like that? I looked around the room at all the bubbling pools.

I dismissed the thought with a sigh. Naitee wouldn’t have picked a dangerous spot. Kak’rana lived here for many years without issue. Plus, the pools would disincentivize interested parties who couldn’t handle the heat.

The timer was down to two minutes when Otto called for me to join him. I walked around the corner of the den and into the slaughter arena.

“I know how they found us,” he said as he grabbed my hand and turned it over. There was a small green symbol glowing from under my skin on the palm of my right hand that hadn’t been there before. Otto raised a piece of parchment up to show me the blinking green symbol on a rough map of Harrowick and the surrounding area.

“It’s a Tracker’s spell.”

Had Tyriek really been able to do that with a single touch? He’d grabbed my left wrist when I moved to take the potions, but this was my right hand... ah, the handshake. He’d gone to the back then and written on the parchment to seal the spell. He’d known from the beginning that he was going to track me and steal the drakes. What a worthless, lowlife, piece of shit fu—

“We need to destroy the parchment. Even after his death, the spell has power.”

I took the paper and cast Burning Affliction on it. The green sigil on my palm disappeared as the parchment turned to ash. That the spell had persisted even after Tyriek’s death was terrifying. Any Tracker that had ever touched me might be able to do this. My mind drifted to Renzik for a second, until a quest alert appeared in my vision at the same time as I heard Chay Chay’s victorious growl.

<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has given you your first trial. Return the drakes to their natural habitat.

Quest Class: Ultra rare

Quest Difficulty: Hard

Success: Bring the drakes to the marked locations on your map and allow them to roost. Protect them through the roosting process to complete this leg of the quest.

Trial 1: Drake Drop-off - All drakes delivered to their roosts successfully.

Reward: Scalable Set Item: Mantle of the Dragonborne; 5,000 XP.

<<<>>>

The sound of applause set my nerves on end, and I closed the quest update in a rush.

It was Naitee standing in front of a flickering portal.

And Eisen, Skethis, Zalym, Sookda, Haraldur... all of the Vassals and Exarchs of the Order. Skethis was the only one at Naitee’s side, as the only Exarch of Asima, but the other three Vassals were each flanked by two Exarchs, their high priests and priestesses.

Naitee beamed. She and Skethis appeared to be the only ones comfortable, or happy. “Well done, my protégé. Now, prepare yourself for the second trial: the Battle of the Elements.”
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Dragonborne
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“THE WHAT?” I COCKED my head to the side.

Zalym gritted her teeth, annoyed. “Just as it sounds, you’re going to fight us.”

Naitee stepped toward me, hand raised as if to hold Zalym’s anger at bay. “But not before you receive your reward, and a brief moment’s rest as you choose who you will fight, and how.”

I looked at all of the well-dressed Sorcerers with fear, then whispered to Naitee as she came within range, “Who do you think I should pick?”

She chuckled. “Not a single who, my dear. You’ll either get to fight the Exarchs, all of them at once, with your guardian,” she said as she gestured to Otto, who stood nearby. “Or, you can fight the Vassals, one by one. Alone.”

My stomach twisted in a knot. This was just the second trial. What the hell was the third? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I was sure I couldn’t afford to be dead for eight hours. Fighting the Exarchs was out of the question. I couldn’t risk Otto for a quest, no matter how fat the loot was. But fighting the Vassals alone would require all my party tricks, and several of them were on multi-hour cooldowns.

“Your Mantle of the Dragonborne,” Naitee said as she produced a wicked pair of shoulder pads.

There were two overlapping layers that came over the upper arm that looked solid, like they could withstand the stab of a dagger, and they shimmered from black to aquamarine in the light of the lava. Above them were black cloth spikes, only one to two inches long, that wrapped from front to back. They seemed to be more ornamental than serve a purpose, but it looked badass.

The dark material came together at the collar with a crimson clasp in the shape of a dragon, and at the back was a short, hip-length cape. These things were bound to be insane.

I reached for them with trembling hands, half expecting Naitee to hold them back and give me some warning, but she passed them to me with no such trickery. The shoulders were smooth, almost glassy like obsidian, and definitely solid. The cloth was soft, but thick. I opened the item’s information sheet.

<<<>>>

Mantle of the Dragonborne

Armor Type: Medium-Light; Cloth, Dragon scales

Class: Ancient Artifact

Set Item Base Defense: 105

Primary Effects:


●  Increase Intelligence by 1.2 x character level 

●  Increase Spirit by .75 x character level

●  Increase Spell Strength for all fire spells by 2 x character level

●  +20% Fire Resistance


Secondary Effects:


●  Increase damage of Burning Affliction by 5 x character level over the duration of the spell effect (2 pieces)

●  Reduce the time spent as a Wisp when using Immortal Flame by 1% per character level (2 pieces)

●  +5% chance of critical strike with fire spells (3 pieces)

●  Increase the duration of Fire Guardian by .05 x character level in minutes

●  Reduce the cooldown time of all spells by 20% (4 pieces)


Those who wear the guise of a dragon are said to wield powers unknown.

<<<>>>

Ho.

Lee.

Shit.

Its Base Defense was higher than any other piece of gear I had, and just ten points shy of being greater than all my armor put together! I opened my character sheet to take off Formel’s Mantle and was bombarded with a level-up notifications. Sweet! But, I was busy.

I hastily took off my old shoulder equipment. I liked my Formel’s Mantle just fine, but this thing was a set item and a thousand percent more badass. The broach at the front of my new shoulder pads opened at the snap of my fingers, and I slipped the mantle into place the old-fashioned way.

My limbs tensed and shook as the power from the set item surged through me. It was curious, because the quest said I would get three pieces—the mantle, the cuffs, and the boots—but the gear clearly stated there was a fourth piece bonus stat. I wondered if I’d just have to find the last piece of the set on my own.

My stats were already looking pretty damn nice, and I still needed to allocate those new points I’d just gotten. Two for Vitality and two for Intelligence, and the last one for Spirit. If I didn’t keep my Spirit and Intelligence values up, I’d eventually be unable to wear Wildfire, due to its restrictions. Of course, I could always take Wildfire off as I was about to level up to prevent the item restrictions from increasing, but if I did that, I wouldn’t get any of the boons either. I noticed Wildfire hadn’t gained any new stats from this level up, but all of its current attributes increased by a few points.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I WAS GRATEFUL THAT Sophia, the Overmind of Balance, had been kind enough to grant both Jack and me +15 to Luck after forming our faction. I knew it was hard to measure the effects, but I also knew it gave us serious benefits when it came to everything that had anything to do with a roll of the dice.

“I grow tired of this place. Choose, Abby, and let’s get this over with.” Zalym seemed to have the patience of a three-year-old, and the temperament of one too. Damn, what the hell was up her ass?

Otto stepped up to me, his jaw tense and fists clenched as he said, “I’m ready.”

I balked at that. No one could be ready for fighting seven Sorcerers at once with only one Firebrand for help. We didn’t have time to strategize, or plan, it would be the two of us relying on three weeks of combat experience together to get us through a shitstorm of deadly spells.

“If we fail, will we die?” My gut turned as I asked the question.

Naitee shook her head. “Not if you concede—”

“But even still,” Zalym interrupted, her gaze burning into Sookda as she spoke, “you might die.”

The awkward silence was made obvious by the sound of bubbling lava pools and wind whooshing past the opening to the inactive volcano some two thousand feet above us. The Hydromancer stared back at Zalym, his eyes narrowed. He seemed to show some flicker of guilt in the way his eyes dropped to the ground after a moment.

Naitee broke the tension. “You will want to fight with all your strength, Abby. If you are to be successful, you must be all in.”

I had some unallocated Ability points, points I’d held on to out of fear. This was what Naitee meant about strength. She wanted me to be fully committed to this. I opened my character screen and panned to the Ability tab. I had three unassigned points and it was time to stop being scared to use them.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I’D PUT SO MANY POINTS into climbing down the tree that I hadn’t been able to flesh out any of the bread and butter. I knew the abilities grew more powerful and diverse the more they were leveled up, and now I felt like a kid who majored in Compsci just to find out at thirty that she wanted to be a ballerina.

I switched over to the basic sorcery tree.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

I’D DONE THE SAME THING here, getting some of this and that but not really diving down deeper into any of the abilities. I was suddenly paralyzed by indecision. I wanted to be as strong as I could be, but what did I really need?

Eisen’s voice pulled my attention. “It’s quite hot in here, you know. I’d like to get back to Atmorja Mandir.”

That’s it! It’s hot.

I panned back to the Firebrand tree. It might not be the best bet long term, or at least for a few levels, but putting another point in Residual Heat was a smart bet right now. I dropped one of my three precious points in and read the new spell description.

<<<>>>

Ability: Residual Heat

The warmth from the sun, or of that below your feet, and even that within you, stokes the fire of your engines. Convert the heat around you into Spirit and Stamina, and increase your tolerance to heat damage of any kind. Decrease the negative effects of ambient cold below freezing.

Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 2

Cost: N/A

Range: N/A

Effect 1: Increase your passive Spirit and Stamina regeneration by 30% when the ambient temperature rises above 85 degrees Fahrenheit.

Effect 2: Reduce damage taken by heat of any kind by 10%.

Effect 3: Reduce the negative debuffs and penalties taken when the ambient temperature drops below 32 degrees Fahrenheit.

<<<>>>

Nice. That Spirit regeneration was sure to help me get ahead in these fights, and the addition of the cold penalty reduction would help me against Haraldur. The temperature in the cave seemed a little more bearable, though I could tell Otto and the other Sorcerers were still struggling.

Okay, next up. I really wanted Snapcast, but I would need ten points in the General tree before I could get it. I could still start making my way there, and give myself a leg up in the fight. One point for Immunity Aura.

<<<>>>

Ability: Immunity Aura

You radiate protection, shielding yourself and your party members from all that may bring harm. Increase resistance to all elemental, holy, shadow, disease, and poison damage for all party members in range.

Skill Type/Level: Aura/Level 2

Cost: 300 Spirit

Range: 15 meters

Cooldown: 5 minutes

Duration: 10 minutes

Effect 1: Increase your, and your party members within 15 meters, resistance to all elemental, holy, shadow, disease, and poison damage by 10%.

<<<>>>

It was a good bet that my opponents would have leveled up Immunity Aura as well, so I was really only evening the playing field with that choice. Finally, though it killed me not to be putting points into my Firebrand tree, one point for Magnus Armor, because I was definitely going to need it, and everyone else was going to have it.

<<<>>>

Ability: Magnus Armor

Every good Sorceress wears the best armor and shares with her friends, too! Magnus Armor shields your party members from up to three magical blows, all adding up to or equaling 2 x your Spell Strength + your Intelligence.

Skill Type/Level: Active/Level 3

Cost: 50 Spirit per party member

Range: 4 meters

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: 20 minutes

Effect 1: Allow party members to absorb up to three magical blows that equal 2 x your Spell Strength + your Intelligence. Current Spell absorption: 1,182.

<<<>>>

Magnus Armor would protect me from dying, literally. It shielded me for twenty-two points more than my Health total. That was awesome, but the new point didn’t increase the number of blows I could defend against. If the Hydromancer faced off against me first, he’d just have to hit me with three Drains, and my armor would be gone, all for somewhere in the ballpark of two hundred damage. And with a twenty-minute cooldown, Magnus Armor was going to be my hat trick, not my staple.

I closed out my character sheet, then cast Searing Halo and Immunity Aura on myself.

“You’re ready?” Naitee asked, and I nodded.

“We’ve got this.” Otto pulled his sword from its sheath and took a fighting stance.

What if we lost? We could concede, and we would live, but Otto would never concede. He wouldn’t want me to fail this quest on his account. If he were in trouble, I would concede, because the Crimson Alliance couldn’t afford to lose him.

I couldn’t lose him.

I squared my shoulders and clenched my fists to keep my hands from trembling. This quest would bring so much more than just some cool new items and the Pyrokinesis skill tree additions. Completing this quest would give me the strength I needed to protect my new family, and it would fulfill my promise to Naitee. I had to do this, but I couldn’t sacrifice Otto for it. I could die, that was fine, but no way in hell was he going to.

“I will fight the Vassals.”

“What?” Otto demanded, his voice laden with betrayal. He dropped his sword arm to his side and turned to me. “We can do this, together, like we’ve always done.”

“Otto, I—”

“She made her choice,” Zalym declared.

I wanted to say more. I wanted to say that I valued his life, that I couldn’t stand for him to die, but Otto just nodded, sheathed his sword, and stepped back.

“I’ll start,” Naitee declared, and my heart thudded to a halt. She stepped back, and the other Sorcerers moved toward the wall, out of the way. “No potions, no scrolls, no sigils. Just your spells, and mine.”

Naitee turned to me, her face resolved. She filled her chest with a deep breath, her hands poised to sling fire. My heart restarted, jackhammering away with pure adrenaline. I had to win, but I couldn’t kill my own tutor. I’d have to force her to concede, somehow.

Sookda raised his hand, projecting his voice as he said, “Let the Battle of the Elements... commence.”
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Battle of the Elements
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WITH MY THOUGHTS HAMPERED by fear, I conjured my first fireball against my teacher, my friend. The flame raced toward her like a meteor, and she did nothing to move, or counter. What the hell was she doing?

The blast hit her square in the chest and she dropped to one knee. Though her Health bar only dropped by a tiny fraction, she cried out, “I concede!”

“You can’t!” Zalym growled as she moved toward Naitee. My heart pounded and my hands shook as I kept my other spell thoughts at bay.

Zalym grabbed Naitee’s arm and wrenched her to standing. “Get up, you can’t concede after a single hit! Get up!”

Sookda moved in just as fast as Zalym had, grabbing Naitee’s other arm as he glared down the angry sister. They were locked in a contest of wills, each holding onto Naitee just as tightly as the other.

“Enough,” Naitee said as she shook free of both of them.

I dropped my trembling hands to my side, sharing a confused glance with Otto before stepping closer to Naitee. “What just happened?”

Naitee beamed. “You beat me, and...” She turned and projected her voice to the others. “I choose to step down from my position as Vassal.”

“You’re doing what?” Zalym boomed, her chest heaving with rage.

“I’m stepping down as Asima’s Vassal.” Naitee straightened, squaring up against the muscular Stonewall.

“Vassal,” Skethis started, and Naitee waved him off.

“Your concerns have been heard, Skethis. Trust in me, as you have for these long years.”

Zalym’s cheeks were red as she spoke through clenched teeth. “You really want to live with the shame, sister?”

“What shame?” Eisen asked as he stepped forward. He pulled the sleeve of his robe up to reveal a hollow mark: the symbol of Kusamay. “I have no shame in serving my Aspect as his Exarch. Naitee is free to do the same.”

Zalym clenched her fists. “But—”

“These are our ways.” Sookda cut Zalym’s protest from the air with an icy glare. “Abby has defeated Naitee in combat, and Naitee may step down as Vassal at any time. It is done.”

Zalym’s jaw flexed and the ground below us trembled. “You’d know all about our ways, wouldn’t you, Sookda? Fine, if you know so well, why don’t you go next?”

Sookda placed a gentle hand on Naitee’s shoulder, then whispered something I couldn’t hear before he turned to me. The others stepped back once more. A swirl of sapphire sparkles traveled down his body, and then a glimmering sheen of water grew over his skin.

Oh shit. It was real this time. Sookda wasn’t going to just give up like Naitee had, and I had no idea what Hydrokinesis tricks he would have up his sleeve. I swallowed hard and sucked in a deep breath that smelled of brimstone.

Kak’chayrin gave a gleeful yip from my left, and I caught sight of the little drake perched on her mound, watching me. I didn’t come this far just to let some water wash me out. Heat was my element, we were in my domain, sort of, and I could do this.

“Are you ready, Abby?” Naitee asked, her arm raised high.

I ran through the list of every spell I might need to cast first: Burning Affliction, Shell of Molten Ash, Magnus Armor, Fire Inside, Inferno Blast, Blazing Weapon...

My pulse quickened as I nodded.

“Let the battle commence!”

Sookda snapped his fingers and before I could get off a single Burning Affliction, my vision was clouded by fog that gnawed at my exposed skin.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added: Choking Mist

You are within a cloud of acidic fog. Take 10 points of damage per second, visibility is reduced by 80%, and Stamina regeneration by 40%. If you breathe the toxic mist, take 15 points of damage per second, and Stamina regeneration is reduced by 90%. Duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

I clamped my eyes shut and held my breath as I dove left toward Chay Chay’s den. I dropped to the ground below the thickest part of the spell and opened my eyes to slits. There were two sets of Sookda’s feet moving in opposite directions around the cloud.

Water splashed through the mist onto the ground in front of me, sizzling and feeding the toxic cloud. The debuff timer increased to two minutes and my lungs burned as I fought the need to suck in a breath.

I tracked one set of feet and leapt up, charging at them. I hit Sookda with a solid smack and we fell to the cavern floor. I landed face-first on the solid ground, my face soaking wet as the Sookda I thought I’d caught vanished into a splash of water.

My heart pounded as I rapid fire checked my Health, 80%, checked behind me, nothing, then searched for the real Sookda. He must’ve been on the other side of the mist, but that was fine. He wanted to play cat and mouse, I’d show him how I hunt.

I jumped to my feet and took a deep breath as my hands worked the complex motion for Smokescreen. Sookda appeared at the right edge of his spell just as mine completed, covering him in darkness. With a blink I activated Fire Inside, then opened my hands for Inferno Blast, saving the modification for if I needed to interrupt his spellcasting. Flames ripped through the black cloud and set it alight, transforming it into Cloud of Smoldering Embers.

I smiled as I heard a telling cough that let me know he’d taken a deep breath of my spell. I cut off Inferno Blast and started the cast for Rain of Fire. I’d turn that cloud into a storm of fiery hell.

A wave twenty feet high appeared from behind my AOE target zone, and I stopped the spellcast before it went off. My gut dropped as I watched the water swell up and surge toward me within a blink. There was nothing I could do but take a deep breath and shield my face as the water crashed into me, sweeping me from the ground and slamming me into something hard.

I cleared the Concussed notification and hopped to my feet, woozy.

The water pulled away from the wall as it was sucked back up to surround Sookda. It swirled around him like a deadly typhoon, gaining speed. The water shot toward me again, and I hunkered down, planting my feet as I triggered Shell of Molten Ash.

The fire jet pushed through the wave as my shield protected me from the onslaught, but it was just shy of hitting Sookda. I instant cast three Burning Afflictions as he worked on collecting his water again, but just as soon as I saw the flames take hold, they were gone, and the liquid sheen to his skin pulsed blue.

Shit balls. What the hell would I—

The water rushed toward me again, and I only had two tricks left. Raging Inferno Blast it was. I put my hands out and charged as I triggered the spell modification. His wave dropped to the ground in a sizzling crash as my fire pushed through.

He dodged right, faster than I could’ve imagined... oh yeah, Jinker. Damn that passive was awesome. I hit him with Burning Affliction as soon as the shimmery shield on his skin dropped, and this time it took. I followed up with a Leaching Smolder, but as soon as I felt I was getting a foothold in the fight, I was losing again. He glowed blue, and the flames were out in an instant.

His hands were moving before I could think of any other way to fail, and then weightlessness took me. Cold zapped away my Residual Heat buff as I floated away in a bubble of water.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added: Hydro Prison

You are trapped in a Hydromancer’s cage and cannot escape or breathe. Duration, 1 minute.

Waterlogged: You have sustained Water-Logged damage! Movement rate reduced by 25%, and suffer 10 points Physical damage/sec; duration, 1 minute or until freed. Suffocation debuff begins in 20 seconds.

<<<>>>

My Health was leaking away in forty-point increments, and I knew he was freaking Draining me to death. He had to be running out of Spirit by now! Sorceric Blessing maybe? I hit myself with the spell and the Water-Logged debuff disappeared, but the Hydro Prison and the Suffocation timer remained.

Think faster, Abby, or you’re screwed.

As my Health dropped to 40%, and the Suffocation timer hit five seconds, I knew I didn’t have another choice.

In an instant, I triggered Immortal Flame. Heat ripped from the inside out, my body igniting like a magnesium fire. The water began to boil off my skin, turning the Hydro Prison into a hot tub, until all the water seared away.

I dropped to the ground, my vision clear, and locked on to Sookda. I cast fireball after fireball and I hurled them at Sookda. He dropped and dodged, fleeing, but half my spells hit, taking huge gouges out of his nearly full Health bar.

Burning Affliction caught with every hit, and the Hydromancer fought to keep me off him. He was down by half, but not conceding. His hands worked furiously to conjure some spell, and I charged into range of Inferno Blast. 

Fifteen seconds left on Immortal Flame and I was feeling the anxiety of defeat battle against the excitement of the duel. I opened my hands to the spell, pushing my flames against his wall of water. The liquid boiled, searing his skin and evaporating into the air around us until the fog was near impenetrable.

Sookda rolled right again and I followed him into Kak’chayrin’s den. He threw his hands up and a spiked net spiraled toward me. Shell of Molten Ash sprung up around me and the net dissolved on impact. The spray of fire from my shield hit Sookda, and he dropped to the ground as he doused himself in his own spell to extinguish it.

With four seconds left, and 400 Spirit, I opened my hands for Inferno Blast again.

“Surrender!” I screamed as I bore down on him with all my might.

Sookda raised his hands and I backed off.

“I concede,” he gasped, his face charred and Health dangerously low.

Zero.

Immortal Flame ended and I became a worthless wisp of smoke, unable to move, speak, hear, or do anything for fifteen seconds.

That.

Was.

Close.

I read Sookda’s burnt lips as he said something like, “Way to bluff,” with a charred smile shining genuinely.

His eyes shot wide with surprise at something behind me. I could barely make out Kak’chayrin, her wings and tail fluttering aggressively through the thick fog.

Before Sookda could get a potion from his inventory, a rocky spike shot through his chest, then another, lifting his lifeless body from the ground as the spears grew and shook the earth. I tried to open my mouth, tried to move toward him to help, or at least turn to stop the attack, but I could only watch, my heart of smoke unbeating for another five seconds.

The mist cleared with a whoosh and Otto came to my side, sword drawn. He was speaking, but I was deaf to his anger.

With a pop, I dropped to the floor and my senses returned.

“He murdered our brother!” The thick, gut-trembling voice of a monster spun me on the spot.

Naitee was all flames, held back by Skethis. She reached to fling fire at... What the hell was that? Zalym? She stood twenty feet tall, her skin a black onyx as deep purple smoke poured from her eyes and mouth. The Hydromancer Exarchs clamored to get at Zalym while the Stonewalls blocked with boulders and split the ground between the den and the passage out.

Naitee snarled. “You’re the murderer!”

Lava spit up through the deepening cracks near Skethis and Naitee as the entire mountain trembled.

“Get back!” Eisen cried as he yanked Naitee away from the smoldering liquid. The Exarchs retreated from the widening gap as massive rocks dropped down from the crumbling ceiling.

They would all die here if the mountain caved in. I had no scrolls, no way out for us. I pulled on Otto’s arm as I remembered the fissure in the wall at the back. V.G.O. always had a secret exit in a dungeon.

“Let’s go, there’s another way!” I screamed to the party, and Naitee looked back at me with desperation in her smoldering face. She had triggered Immortal Flame, and her longing glance told me everything. She wanted to stay, she wanted to hurt Zalym, but she would die for it. “Let’s go!” I yelled again and turned for the last way out.

Chay Chay was trembling at the base of her mound, Health down to half, as boulders and stalagmites crashed around us. I scooped her up, my eyes locked on the rift in the back wall as I ran.

Zalym spoke and the cave shook, her voice reverberating and amplifying. “You think I’m the bad one? You think I haven’t done what was right, what was fair? He stole Jinks away from us! He deserved death in the same way, and your replacement was too weak to deliver it.”

As I approached the wall, the minimap in the corner of my vision updated, showing a winding path out. The crack was an exit!

“No!” Zalym shrieked, and the back wall shattered. The boulders hung in midair for a second and I held my breath.

Rocks rushed toward us in a flurry, raining down like an avalanche. Otto pulled me back and ran for the other side of the mound. Shrapnel caught me in the chest and legs as we ran, dropping my Health by 1% here and 3% there. Eisen, Naitee, and the other Exarchs were already taking cover and defending from the onslaught the Stonewalls fired from the other direction.

Haraldur was standing at the base of the mound, shooting bolts of ice into the ceiling and spreading his frost like a barrier to keep the entire mountain from crashing down on top of us.

The Hydromancer Exarchs were missing, and Eisen and the other Frostlock Exarch were shooting massive boulders out of the sky that came from the two Stonewalls flanking Zalym. They were both emanating the same dark purple smoke from their eyes and mouths, floating just a few inches off the ground as they closed in on us.

Eisen screamed over the clashing of stone, “Now’d be a great time for a teleport scroll, Naitee!”

She was beside me, a wisp of smoke, her eyes looking on in unmoving horror as she realized how much her rage-filled error had cost us. The Stonewalls pulled lava up from the pools, forming them into gelatinous globs of destruction.

Zalym grew even taller, her onyx-black skin becoming plated like a giant armadillo. Her voice was deep, and projected like a megaphone across the collapsing cavern. “Bow before the power of Shakti. Kneel before your queen, admit her dominance as the true power of the Elements, and I will allow you to live.”

“We are all equal!” Haraldur shouted, his voice strained as he held back the mountain with his ice. “This is the balance, and you will not upend it. Go back from whence you came, Shakti. Set Zalym free.”

The massive Zalym cackled. “You cannot defeat me. I am the Abyssal Witch! Die!” She reached her giant fingers into the ceiling and the frost layer shattered. Rocks and ice dropped toward us in what felt like slow motion.

Otto wrapped his arms around me and dropped to the ground as his body glowed a spectacular blue. No, it wasn’t his body, the blue was all around us. I looked up from Kak’chayrin to see a shining dome of swirling white and sapphire holding back the mountain.

My heart thudded as I saw Eisen at the center of the dome. His chest piece was ripped to expose a massive ward carved into his chest, and from it, silver strings of energy shot out in every direction to form the shield. The ward shimmered with every pulse of the barrier, and his Health dropped by 10%.

“Brother!” Naitee dropped from wisp form and ran to Eisen.

He cried out as the shield shrank, the pressure of the stone bearing down on him. “Go!”

Naitee pulled a scroll from her robes and popped the seal, opening a glowing portal to Atmorja Mandir.

Haraldur ushered the other Sorcerers through the portal and I did the same to Otto, handing him Chay Chay as I did. He gave me a single look of worry, but moved on without me. I’d respawn, he knew that, but Eisen couldn’t. I had to try to save him.

“Come with us!” Naitee screamed as she pulled on Eisen’s shoulder.

“I’m dead anyway. Let me protect the portal,” he grunted through bared teeth as his Health dropped to 55%. The shield flashed again and shrank until it was just overhead.

I grabbed Naitee’s arm and pushed her into the snowy path at Atmorja Mandir. She looked through from the other side, tears streaking her face as she screamed at the magic that prevented her from crossing back.

“She’ll get through if you don’t go,” Eisen said, his words weak as his Health dropped again. The shield shrank once more until there was only room for the two of us and the portal.

“Yeah, you’re not dying here.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist and heaved us backward through the doorway.
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Corruption of the Four
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EISEN AND I ROLLED into the snow as the portal to the drake den flickered. My hands felt frostburned as I pried them from Eisen’s chest. It was as if he’d been made of ice, and my skin had fused to it from the severe cold.

“No, she’s coming through!” someone screamed.

I looked back to the stuttering portal as it shifted from white to deep purple. Smoke twisted around it like an evil tornado, and zaps of angry power forked out, striking the ground near my feet.

Naitee stepped in front of us and whipped two scrolls from her inventory. She popped both seals and the parchment exploded in a shower of sparks. She worked a complex gesture with her hands as the sparks formed a neon orange cage around the doorway to what would have been Chay Chay’s den.

Boulders pushed through the portal, vaporizing as they hit Naitee’s spell, but with each stone, the neon color flickered and faded. 

Naitee turned back to me, her eyes red from tears. “We must hurry. Otto, carry him.” 

He made space in his arms for Eisen as Kak’chayrin yipped. I grabbed Naitee’s offered hand and she pulled me up with a determined nod. We took off at a run for Atmorja Mandir as the other Sorcerers worked magic on the massive stone steps and gates, activating runes and sigils. The group of men and women struggled to find proper leadership until the Exarchs took command, pointing and calling out orders.

“It appears we’ll be skipping straight to the fifth trial, my dear,” Naitee said, her breath short as we climbed the steps to the temple. There was no shoe removal formality this time as we charged through the open doors. I noticed the surge of power through my feet was dampened, though the Atmorja Mandir buff did appear in the corner of my vision.

Sorcerers of every type were rushing toward the front door, scrolls and metal pendants glowing and sparking as they activated all of their protection abilities.

Naitee stopped for a moment and grabbed the arm of a passing Firebrand. “The Stonewalls are at risk. If that portal protection is breached, they could all go Abyssal. Keep the restraints up, but if it comes to it, detain them all.”

The Sorceress dipped her head. “Yes, Vas—” She fumbled as she saw the hollow mark of Asima on Naitee’s forehead. “Yes, Exarch.” The woman looked to me, her eyes wide with surprise. Otto passed me the little drake, who was more than happy to nestle her face into the crook of my neck as we jogged on. 

“There’s little time here, but fortunately, there’s plenty where you’re going.” Naitee led us through a side hall marked with gold and red paintings well lit by blazing torches.

“Where we’re going?” Otto asked as he dumped a cherry-red potion into Eisen’s slack lips. His Health was hovering at 15%, then shot up to 70%, but immediately started dropping once more. He didn’t regain consciousness at the potion, either.

“You’re going to the Shattered Realm.” She pulled open a door at the end of the hall and ushered us through.

“What’s wrong with Eisen?” I asked, stopped at the door she held for me.

Her jaw flexed. “He’s beyond our help. He used strong magic, and the price of it was his life. But...”

She ran into the room and pushed books, quills, and models from the large table at the center of the room. “Place him here,” she said as she motioned to Otto.

The Risi cradled the willowy Dawn Elf in his massive arms and laid him gently on the table.

“Give him another potion,” Naitee commanded as she retrieved a quill and a sheaf of parchment from the floor. Otto did as she ordered, and Eisen’s life jumped up to full.

Kak’chayrin dropped to the floor and purred, wrapping between my and Naitee’s legs as she sought out some comfort. Poor girl’s home, her mother’s home, was destroyed, but her needs would have to wait.

“What’s going to happen to him?” I moved to Eisen’s side. The ward on his chest flickered with blue light, as if it were drawing power from a dying battery.

Naitee scribbled furiously with long elegant strokes in between. She was making a teleportation scroll.

“No,” I said as I rounded on her. “We’re not leaving!”

“Yes you are.” She continued her mad dash to draw out the complex runic symbols. “Salvation lies in destroying the true source of corruption. Another potion, Otto.”

“The corruption...” My gaze drifted to the debuff in the corner of my vision. “Asima’s Corruption? You mean the thing that made me lose control of my mind and body?”

Her actions jerked to a halt as she looked at me, her eyes narrowed with suspicion before they smoothed with concern. “Yes.” She returned her attention to the massive mandala-like drawing she’d created. She added a few marks here and there, and the paper began to glow. “The real reason I called on you, Abby. The true purpose of this quest to become an Exarch... I wasn’t completely honest with you.

“The Aspects have long since been banished to the Shattered Realm, Enyo’s realm of discord and destruction. The corruption that got them banished must be destroyed, and the Aspects returned to their rightful place in Sophia’s realm of balance, or the Order of the Four will fall into chaos and war.

“This was what Sookda tried to do. Jinks could feel Nirdhaarit’s corruption growing too great for him to control, just like Zalym has now been consumed. Sookda was charged with entering the realm and fighting the Aspects to destroy the darkness that poisoned our powers. To do that, he had to challenge our brother, Jinks, for the right of being Vassal.”

She clenched her teeth as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Before his demise, Jinks fell to that corruption. Sookda had to kill him, he had no other choice, or he himself would’ve been killed. Then, Sookda traveled to the Shattered Realm to destroy the corruption for good, but... you will not fail where he failed.”

“What can I do?” I asked, feeling a helplessness growing in my gut. I just learned about all this Aspect shit a day ago, and I was expected to return things to their proper balance?

“You must destroy the source, the Aspects. They have taken on bodies.” She stopped, gritting her teeth. “They have taken on bodies.” She repeated herself with a severity I didn’t understand. Naitee pulled a fresh sheet of parchment from the table behind her and resumed her drawings as she spoke.

“Shakti was the first to fall. We knew the Stonewalls would be at risk. I knew Zalym was growing tired from containing her darkness.” She looked up, her attention drifting as she said, “Zalym told me Jinks’ death was her end. She was right.”

She shook her head, returning to the parchment. “Otto, potion.

“I don’t know what it was that first set Shakti on this path of darkness. A desire for power, strength, or something else; I’m not sure. The Aspects have always fought for dominance, but we always kept the balance. Strong Aspects would have their powers distributed wider. When Kusamay was strong, we made more Frostlocks. When Nirdhaarit was strong, we made more Hydromancers. So on and so forth. This kept the balance, kept us all equal.”

I cocked my head. “I don’t understand.”

“The balance, dear! The balance! Spread the power evenly.” She moved her hands like she was buttering a piece of bread.

It clicked. The stronger the Aspect, the more their power needed to be divvied up.

“So, then, was Asima strong when you made me?” I crossed my arms.

She stopped, looking to me with a kind softness in her face. “No, Abby. Asima was weak, and has been. Asima has been weakest for a long time, and he succumbed to the same corruption as his brother and sisters, just to keep up with them. And now, you must end it. You must return them to true balance. Return them to Sophia’s realm, their home.”

“I still don’t understand. What is this corruption? What—”

“Otto, potion!” Naitee demanded as her scribbles became more furious. “There’s no more time for questions, only action.” She rolled up both pieces of parchment and held one out to me.

“This scroll will take you and your guardian to the Shattered Realm. Remember, you must defeat the Aspects in the order I have specified in your quest. Destroying Asima will return you home, to this temple. You must wait to fight him, as long as you can.”

The temple shook and a deep roar bellowed from outside the gates.

“She’s come. Hurry now, Abby, time is different in the Shattered Realm. You will have more there, but I fear it will be less than you need. Defeat the Aspects, cleanse the corruption, prove yourself to Asima, and return home. Can you do it?”

A quest update appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Due to the urgency, Naitee Mungal has accelerated your trials. Prove your worth and save the Order of the Four by destroying the source of corruption and returning the Aspects to the Realm of Order.

Quest Class: Ultra rare

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Complete the trials from the Order of the Four without dying and return to Atmorja Mandir with the Mark of Asima upon you.

Trial 1: Drake Drop-off - All drakes delivered to their roosts successfully.

Trial 2: Defeat Nirdhaarit

Trial 3: Defeat Kusamay

Trial 4: Defeat Shakti

Trial 5: Defeat Asima

Failure: Fail to complete any of the trials, die at any time before all five trials are completed, reveal the secret of the Order of the Four to any non-inducted member, or be deemed unworthy by Asima at any time. If you fail, you will no longer be able to access the spells in the Pyrokinesis skill tree.

Failing to destroy the corrupted Aspects will throw the sorceric balance into disarray. If you cannot defeat the corrupted embodiment of the elements, they may walk Gaia’s realm again.

Reward: Scalable Set Items: Mantle, Cuffs, Boots; Expanded Pyrokinesis skill tree; Asima’s Illustrious, permanent buff; Vassal of Asima, Unique skill tree; 10,000 XP per successful trial.

<<<>>>

The temple trembled with the footsteps of a massive beast, the creature that was Zalym, now combined with the power of her corrupt Aspect, Shakti. I accepted the quest with a wave of my hand and swiped the scroll from Naitee.

“We won’t fail,” I declared, looking to Eisen. He stirred, his Health fluctuating wildly. “I won’t fail you,” I said again as I locked gazes with Naitee.

I cleared my mind, wrapped my arm through Otto’s, and unfurled the scroll.

Come what may, we would not fail.
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The Shattered Realm
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OTTO GRUNTED AS HE slashed down through the last [Minor Desert Worm]. Minor was not how I would describe the twenty-foot-long, calloused beast with a round mouth full of teeth and a concuss spell that would knock anyone on their ass.

It reminded me of the creature from the dunes of the fictional world Arrakis, and I wondered if the Overminds had pulled that information into the game. If there had still been a society to sue him, I wondered how probable it would have been for Osmark to get his ass chapped over these kinds of things.

I licked my dry lips, looking around at the boneyard that was the Shattered Realm. Our map was covered in a fog of war, only the X’s marked the way, and we had to navigate there blind. The first X was for Nirdhaarit, the Water Aspect. But there wasn’t a single drop of water on the path to her.

Massive creatures, long since dead, jutted up out of the cracked earth around us, their sun-bleached carcasses leading the way to our objective. It wasn’t just the hot sun that hampered our progress. If it had been only heat, I would’ve been fine. No, it was the [Desert Depths] debuff, hitting our Stamina regeneration harder and harder for every level of Thirsty debuff we had. I was sitting at Thirsty level 2, and Otto 3.

That wasn’t all the debuff did. Desert Depths slowly hindered our ability to reason. Otto and I had stayed cooperative throughout this mess, but it was tense between us, and our frustrations were high. We needed to drink something, and soon.

The ground below us trembled, alerting me to the next worm ambush. They seemed to be coming on more frequently, and I had to hold on to the hope that their frequency meant we were getting closer. All I had was the X on my map and faith that we would make it there. Every step we took seemed to keep us the same distance from our objective, as if we were on a giant, sandy treadmill. I hated treadmills.

Three angry worms broke through the hot sand, throwing themselves at Otto. They were attracted to sound, so he always pulled aggro because my footsteps were quieter. They resisted Burning Affliction like a mofo, but good ol’ Fireball did a fair amount of damage. We sizzled and sliced our way through the new attack, panting when we were finished.

“This can’t go on forever, right?” I asked as I knelt beside the corpse of one of the monsters, raiding its inventory for anything. What I wouldn’t give for a humanoid with a deerskin of wine.

Otto wiped his brow. “It’s improbable, but possible. We might be stuck in some kind of magic, unable to move forward. The Shattered Realm is a place of chaos and confusion. Nothing makes sense here.”

I looked up at the four suns, wondering how it was that the suns on Earth weren’t as hot as them. I didn’t clearly remember seeing each sun back on Earth, but knew in my gut there had been that many, that it was normal. But damn, it was so hot!

There was a sandstorm on the horizon, all around us, like we were being followed. Only the sky was above and the sand below, and the sand around... holding us, trapping us. It was enough to make someone mad.

I pulled on the tiny eyeball of the worm creature, wanting to get at the moist insides of its skull. If we could just get inside the skull, there was surely some water hiding behind its pale, rough exterior. There just had to be.

“Abby, what are you doing?” Otto yanked on my elbow, dragging my arm from the creature’s head. It was covered in a sickly red liquid and stank of death.

“I...” My gut churned as I looked at my blood-coated arm. “I don’t know.”

“Let’s keep moving.” He pulled me forward and I stumbled, my Stamina still low from the fight.

The whipping edge of the dirtstorm was growing closer, and the carcasses of the dead grew larger. Rib cages of something greater than an elephant, even larger than a blue whale, rose up on either side of us. The only way was forward, toward the X on the map.

Blue swirls of little diamonds lifted away from the dry skin that still clung to the massive carcass and zipped away through the edge of the sandstorm.

“Is that water?” Otto asked as we watched the bones of the creature crack and grow brittle with every tiny droplet that departed. Otto motioned to pick me up, get me in range of capturing one of the escaping blue sparkles. The liquid blopped against my palm, then leaked through my fingers and continued on its journey with the other drops.

“It is,” I said, trying to lick whatever remained from my hand. My tongue felt rough on my palm, and I swallowed the remnant of liquid as needles prickled my throat.

Otto grunted as he set me down. “We’re close. We should hurry.”

He stumbled toward the swirling winds, shielding his eyes with the crook of his arm.

“Otto, wait,” I called weakly as I reached for him. We didn’t know if it was safe beyond the sandstorm.

He powered forward, either ignoring me or unable to hear. The wind blew him sideways and the sand obscured my view, until finally he was enveloped in tawny darkness. I stood, my arm outstretched and my mouth agape, wishing I could call him back. I was alone in the sandstorm, and Otto, as well as the first X, was on the other side.

What was he thinking just running in there? What if the storm ripped his skin off, or if there were giant worms over there too? Stupid tank doing stupid tank shit. I pulled the hood of the Void Cloak up around my face tightly and charged through the whipping sands.

The muscles on the right side of my body all worked hard to combat the power of the whipping storm that threatened to blow me off my feet. I hunched down, making myself small as I fought my way through to the objective beyond the biting wind.

Little grains of dirt pelted my body, feeling like thousands of tiny needles on my hands, cheeks, and anywhere else my robes were tight against my skin. My cloak flapped furiously in the tornado-speed winds, yanking me down to the ground. Ground wasn’t so bad. Ground felt pretty nice, actually.

I buried my face into the dirt, making a pocket in which I could breathe without a mouthful of grit. It wasn’t so bad. I could just rest there a moment. My heart thudded in my chest as I tried to catch my breath, but I couldn’t. The debuffs flashed in the corner of my vision as I went from level 2 Thirsty, to three, and a new one appeared.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added: Carbon Monoxide Poisoning

You are breathing spent air and not getting enough oxygen to your brain. Suffer from headaches, weakness, and nausea, until losing consciousness. Time until unconsciousness: 45 seconds.

<<<>>>

My body ached, and the sand piling on top of me dampened the whistling of the vicious wind. It was peaceful right here, and easy. I could take just a quick nap, get refreshed, and get back to the quest.

My heart slowed, and my mind came alive with images of Naitee and the Sorcerers of the Order fighting off the massive monster Zalym. There were two Vassals left, Eisen was dying, and all of the Stonewalls were at risk of falling to corruption.

The sandstorm was temporary. My thirst was temporary. Get the hell off your ass, Abby, and destroy the corruption. I grabbed hold of my cloak and pushed myself into a crouch. I’d crawl on my hands and knees if I had to, but I was going to make it, and so were Naitee and Eisen.

I scooted through the sand, breathing through the hood of my cloak to filter the particles as I went. The wind was dying down, I didn’t have to try so hard to stay upright, and I cracked open my eyes to see blue.

Blue!

I climbed to my feet and lumbered forward, allowing the cloak to slip from my face as I made a dash for the edge of the storm. As the storm thinned, I could see it was more than just blue. There was green, red, orange, purple, yellow... and it was so vibrant. There were palm trees with massive leaves of emerald and gold and bushes with flowers of brilliant indigo and crimson, and a rainbow hung over it all.

My legs gave out as I cleared the sandstorm and I fell to the knoll above the beach palm treetops. The hills all rolled gently downward toward a massive tree, at least a mile away, with huge blue fruit hanging from long vines.

The sapphire diamonds that flowed from the carcasses outside on the dunes trickled through the storm with ease, making their way down to the giant mother tree. I wondered briefly if that tree was Nirdhaarit.

“Abby, water,” Otto called from somewhere in the bushes below the hill.

My legs burned, my lungs burned, and my thick blood oozed through my body laggardly, but I stood and made my way down the sandy slope to where I saw the Risi stepping out of the trees.

He cupped a red flower the size of his head, a huge grin spread over his face. He held it out to me, then tapped the top where the petals all came together. As soon as his finger touched the flora, the petals blossomed, spilling water all down his hands.

I dove into the flower, burying my face in the water that was left at the core. The liquid was sweet, and cold, and the only thing I wanted. I slurped hard, trying to pull up the last drops of liquid.

“There’s more,” he said as he dropped the flower to the ground and turned back into the brush.

I followed in a dreary haze. I needed more flower juice.

He brought me to the life-giving bush with the liquid hoarding flowers and I dropped down, stuffing my face into another. Oh gods, it was so good.

After five or six more flowers—I’d lost count—I sat back and sighed. “Let’s make sure we bring a few of these with us.”

Otto nodded as he drained another flower. Our Thirsty debuffs dropped away, and so did the Desert Depths.

I patted my belly, then pushed myself back up to stand. “Nirdhaarit is bound to be at the center of this oasis. I think those water droplets we saw coming off the bones were being pulled in by her, to help create this paradise, and there’s a big-ass tree over there that’s got Boss Monster written all over it.”

“Agreed. How do you want to do this?” he asked as he plucked one more flower and sipped on it.

I took a deep breath and blew it out with a sigh. Sookda had absolutely destroyed me, and it was likely that Nirdhaarit would do the same. “I’m going to be fairly useless. She’s going to have a lot of abilities to counter my fire, so, whatever the corruption is, I need to focus on that while you distract her. I think that’s how we win this one.”

“Sound.” He nodded.

I looked around us at the sprawling trees and foliage, all so vibrant and full of life. “Have you seen any creatures?”

“None.” He shook his head.

I checked on all my abilities: what was on cooldown and what was ready to go. Raging Inferno Blast was up, one of my go-tos for spellcast interruption. Siphon was down for another two hours. Dazzle, Supermassive, and Piercing Glow were all ready. Immortal Flame was out for another hour and ten minutes. I didn’t know what Naitee meant when she said we’d have more time here... but it seemed like time was moving at the same pace for my cooldowns.

Next, I checked my stock of potions. Fortunately, I still had twelve Spirit and fourteen Health, but we had four demigods to kill, so I’d have to pace my usage. I wished I’d grabbed that Giant’s Bane potion. Otto could’ve had a field day with it. Wishes and hopes, planks and ropes. We were here now and had what we had, so we’d get out of it any way we could.

“Alright, I’m ready,” I said as I closed out of all of my menus.

“Me too.” He paused, smirking. “I’ve got a new ability I think you’ll enjoy.”

“Let’s go bag us an Aspect.”

We made our way through the underbrush, which moved aside at our touch, as if the plants were aware of our presence and repulsed by it. The closer we came to the massive tree, the more it seemed the things growing out of the ground had a mind of their own. My rational mind told me that was impossible, and my gamer mind told me everything was possible.

The bulbous blue fruit hung far above us from the mother tree, whose branches reached much farther than I’d imagined. We’d been walking for nearly an hour, and at our now rejuvenated pace, that should’ve been at least three miles. We were still some unknown distance away from the tree center. The X on my map was now the only thing, and the other X’s were hidden as my interface intuitively drilled down into the details of the local region.

There were still no creatures, only the sentient-ish plants, and nothing attacked us, which made the trip go even faster. Honestly, Otto seemed annoyed that there was nothing to fight. I was fine with the calm before the storm. I didn’t know if we were going to need to fight our way back out through the desert, or what, but I was glad that we had a reprieve from the constant suffering. Well, I had a reprieve. Otto thought it was much too hot and wet for anyone to survive for long. I thought it was sort of pleasant, though my frizzy, humidity hating hair was certainly a different story.

Melody broke through the ruffling of plants and tromping of boots. I grabbed Otto’s arm and hushed him. We became still, and the music became clear. It was a song of some kind, beautiful and sad. The singer sounded so alone, so in need of someone to rescue her.

“Should we check it out?” I whispered to Otto, and his brow pinched together, but he nodded.

It could be the very woman-goddess-thing we’d come to liberate. Or it could be some person stranded in the oasis, as would happen to people who managed to get through the storm just to find a paradise like this.

I pushed for him to go first, and he turned through the brush toward the sound, more quietly than before. The trees began to thin, and as they did, the subject of the enchanting song was revealed.

Tall, muscular, long brown hair, skin like a peach, and an ass like one too. What the hell? An ass like one too? I closed my eyes and tried to clear the fog from my head, but all I could hear was that damn beautiful song.

Otto walked on without me, sword securely in its sheath as he stepped into the clearing where the woman sang. Her back was to us, and she didn’t seem to notice as he reached out, trying to alert her to his presence without scaring her.

The woman’s song cut off abruptly and she turned. Her long hair covered her breasts and her hands were clasped at her groin, but everything else was laid bare.

Her cheeks flushed with color as she looked on Otto, then me. “Have you come to kill me?”
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Nirdhaarit
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“WE’VE COME TO FREE you,” Otto said as he took another step closer to the seductive woman.

Her face pinched in confusion. “I am free. Look at me here, among my creations. We can build, grow, and live life as we desire.” The woman, Nirdhaarit, rose up, the plants pulling her from the ground and taking her back through the thick underbrush to the massive tree.

“I am free,” her disembodied voice boomed, and the forest trembled as it came to life.

Otto staggered back as the plants around us reached out with needled vines. My ankles stung as the thorny ropes wrapped around my legs. Before I could react, I was jerked from the ground and held above the sandy floor.

Fire had a solution for plants.

Before the vine could pull me more than a foot from the ground I opened my hand and gave it a little blast of inferno. The vine recoiled, dropping me in an instant. I ran to Otto, who was waving his sword like a madman at the plants encroaching on his space, and gave four quick blasts of fire in each direction.

The plant life backed off in turn, but even after the initial vines shriveled away, reinforcements came to take their place.

“Time to go!” I yelled as I took off toward Nirdhaarit. I opened my hands to the plants ahead and gave them quick pulses of fire. The scent of burning wet trash filled the air as smoke rose out of the singed plants. I retched as we ran on, the smell churning my stomach.

I continued my pulses of Inferno Blast as we charged forward to keep the enemy from snatching us up, hoping that Nirdhaarit had not gone too far. The blue fruit above us wiggled, and I swore I saw something inside one of them as we made our way toward the demi-goddess.

“I have concerns about our plan,” Otto yelled, his voice broken by the thudding of his feet.

“Me too,” I shouted back as I blasted another reaching vine. “I’ll keep everything off your back, you focus on the Aspect, then we’ll destroy the corruption together when she’s under control.”

“How’s your Spirit?” he asked as we vaulted a fallen palm tree.

I panted as I checked my HUD. “Spirit’s okay, Stamina is low.” Running in sand freaking sucked.

The thick bushy foliage was thinning as we came closer and closer to the absolutely enormous tree above us. The base had to be at least two hundred feet across, and the shortest branches were still forty or more feet above us. The tree rooted directly in a massive lake of clean blue water, and Nirdhaarit dangled from the tree vines just above the surface.

“I see new problems with the plan, switch me!” Otto yelled as we ran out onto the beach, vines chasing and reaching. Otto couldn’t very well fight her while she hung above the water so deep and dark we couldn’t see where the roots of the tree ended.

I hurled a fireball at the dangling Aspect and the tree vines gracefully pulled her from harm’s way. My flaming globe soared over the water and smacked into the base of the tree. The leaves and the massive blue fruit trembled, and Nirdhaarit’s face morphed from amused to angry.

“It’s the tree!” I exclaimed, happy to have found her weakness so quickly.

“You think you can upend my reign! This is Zion, and I am the queen goddess!”

Nirdhaarit dropped into the water as the tree’s long ropey vines lashed out at us. We charged along the beach, circling around to a massive root that made a bridge from the shore to its trunk. I searched for a Health bar, looking all the way skyward, but there was none. Perhaps I was wrong.

The still water’s surface trembled as we raced across the tiny bridge made of root, and from the depths of the lake, something moved. I blasted another reaching tendril, my Spirit down by half. There was only one way to know for sure if I was wrong.

I tried casting Burning Affliction on the tree, but I got a “Resisted” notification. Resisting didn’t mean immune! I popped Fire Inside to increase the potency of all fire spells, and blasted the tree with Burning Affliction over and over. Resist notification after resist notification flashed in my vision until suddenly, the notification was one of success instead of failure.

The massive mother tree above us erupted in flames. We skidded to a halt as the world went from green and blue to orange and red in a blink. I followed it up with an immediate Leaching Smolder to replenish some of my spent Spirit.

The forest shrieked in one piercing voice as the once reaching vines shook and shriveled back. The sound of burning branches roared against the scream, fighting for auditory supremacy, and I held my ears to block out the sound. It was no use, and a debuff notification flashed into view.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added: Corruption’s Wail

You sense the life force of the forest and feel the corruption in its cries. Reduce the effectivity of abilities requiring concentration by 10%, and suffer a temporary -5 Intelligence penalty for every cry. Stacks up to ten times. Duration, 3 minutes.

<<<>>>

Well shit, I didn’t want to do that again. Losing 50 Intelligence would cripple me, if the debuff maxed out. But, the name of the debuff clued me in to what was going on. The forest, or perhaps just the tree, was the corruption. So then, where was Nirdhaarit?

One of the enormous blue fruits dropped from above, the branch holding it in place burned through. As it fell to the lake, I saw what I had dreaded inside. The ovular sack hit the surface and its skin ruptured, sending a pink-skinned body skipping toward us until it dropped below the water.

A hairless Dawn Elf splashed up to the surface, vomiting blue liquid while he flailed, trying to get to safety. “Help me,” the man gurgled as he dog-paddled toward us.

Otto moved to dive in and I held him back. “Your armor would weigh you down.”

I grabbed a burnt coil of vines and ripped it free of the tree. Smoke billowed up and around as the orange light began to fade. Burning Affliction had ended, and it was quiet aside from the splashes of the Dawn Elf. The pause from the action made me wary of what was to come. Boss mobs always pulled this kind of shit.

“Toss it to him,” I said as I handed Otto the vine.

He nodded, his brows pinching together in worry as he created a tight double knot on one end, then the other.

“Just hold on!” He bundled it up and tossed everything but the end he held. I looked around us, above, and deep in the lake, but everything was still.

The man grabbed hold of the end of the vine, pulling the knot down and grabbing it securely with his legs. Otto reeled him in like a prized fish, and the force of Otto’s pull dragged him under the water, but he kept holding on.

My stomach turned and twisted, and I wondered if this was some kind of trap Nirdhaarit planned for us. Hydromancers were masters of deceit, just like those stupid Illusionists. The man reached the edge and Otto yanked him up onto the woody bridge.

“What happened to you? What is this?” I asked as I knelt down to face him. The Dawn Elf vomited up another round of water, coughing hard to clear the last drops from his lungs.

“She’s down there.” The man gasped and leaned back against Otto’s leg. His Health was hovering at 50%, and didn’t seem to be regenerating.

Another splash turned me back to the lake, and another. Gray bodies were crawling from the fallen blue sacks, vomiting water and crying out for salvation.

Otto poured a potion into the nude man’s slack mouth, and his Health bar shot back up to full. He sucked in a deep, terrified breath and pointed into the lake. “She’s coming.”

Fruit after fruit dropped down from above, some splashing through the forest while others fell into the lake. The water rippled, pulsed, and then began to swirl as some shadowy creature circled in the depths.

“We have to get back to the sand,” the nude man said as he used Otto to climb to his feet. “Trust me, I’ve fought her before. We need to be on land.”

“But the others,” I protested, looking on as those swimming for shore were pulled under by the swiftly spiraling water.

The man grabbed my shoulder and met my eyes. “They’re already dead, Exarch. We need to defeat her and destroy this prison.”

I touched the hollow of my neck where I knew the mark of Asima lay.

He nodded. “Naitee sent you, didn’t she?”

“Yes—”

“Good, then you are our final hope. I’m Jinks, and you can trust me, Exarch.”

The root trembled as the water vibrated, sending waves lapping up and over the small bridge we stood on.

“Run!” Jinks yelled as he turned back for the sandy beach.

We charged down the uneven path to the sand as I resumed my desperate attempts to get another Burning Affliction to catch on the mother tree. It resisted over and over as the water pushed farther onto our bridge, the two-foot waves crashing over and into the other side of the lake.

Otto looped his arm through Jinks’ and grabbed my hand, dragging us along as the growing waves threatened to pull us down.

“How can we defeat her?” Otto asked as we reached the safety of the white sand. The shoreline was getting pushed back every second as the water spread farther up onto the beach.

“She wo—”

Water exploded upwards as Corruption’s Cry sounded again, stacking another debuff on us. Sprinkles rained down as the creature I’d seen in the depths pushed out of the swirling lake. Nirdhaarit, six times too large, with opal scaled skin and hair like seaweed that lay against her exposed feminine parts, rose out of the water. Her nose was tiny slits on an elongated gray snout that held dozens of razor-sharp teeth like a shark.

With a war cry, she slapped her pink squid-like arms down into the lake, sending a tidal wave ten feet high moving toward us.

Jinks sucked in a breath and braced himself. “Hit her hard, and hit her fast. She regenerates.”
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WITH ONE DEFT SWIPE of his hand, Jinks split the wave in half and sent it crashing back onto Nirdhaarit. The Aspect rocked backward, flailing her two massive noodle-looking appendages as she tried to regain her balance.

“Attacks incoming!” Jinks yelled as he pulled water from the lake with his Hydrokinesis. The liquid formed into four massive globes that he sent sailing toward Nirdhaarit. Each hit her with a loud slap, moving her farther and farther away from us.

“From where?” Otto asked, his head swiveling from side to side.

As if in response, a massive tentacle lifted out of the water on the far left side of the beach and slapped down into the sand. Then another, twenty feet closer, and another.

“Move when I say!” Jinks called as he scooped up another blob of water.

A fourth tentacle beat down against the ground, five feet away, and sand exploded around us.

“Left!” Jinks yelled as he dashed to where the last tentacle landed, and I followed, hurling a fireball at the retreating limb. It hit with a calamari-smelling sizzle and I was reminded of the Septillian Otto and I had killed what felt like ages ago.

Another tentacle dropped behind me, the rush of displaced air pushing me face-first to the ground. Otto yanked me upright as Jinks called another command. We ran back to the right as another massive squid leg slapped down where I’d fallen.

The tentacle slid back into the water, but not before I tried Burning Affliction on it. Nirdhaarit cried out as the flames took and the next assaulting limb shriveled back into the lake. She dove under the water with a splash, and I took a second to wipe the grit from my brow.

“Risi, you’re up!” Jinks yelled as he took a position behind us.

I sucked in a breath as I looked around at the blue fruit still falling and the bodies, some of them just featureless masses of gray, floating in the lake. I knew in my gut the tree was the corruption, but it was full of people, and burning it would burn them, too. Maybe those blue sacks would protect them from too much harm—Jinks survived after all.

“I have to get back in range to destroy the tree,” I said to Otto and hit him with all the buffs in my arsenal.

“Go quickly,” Jinks warned. “In two minutes she’ll hit the beach with another wave, and in ten seconds she’ll be face-to-face with us.”

“Do it.” Otto nodded.

I took off down the beach toward the bridge. I didn’t need to get across it, the spell I had in mind would reach from halfway, and Supermassive would make it deadly. Behind me I heard something rise from the water. I looked over my shoulder to see Nirdhaarit, a wicked golden spear in hand, climb onto the beach.

My legs ached as I charged through the sand, my Stamina down to 30%. I moved over the bridge to where I was in range for my spell and started the cast for Rain of Fire.

The first fiery globe shot from my upraised hands, and I triggered Supermassive. In an instant, the area of effect quadrupled, and the tiny fireballs grew to the size of minivans. The force of the spell bursting from my arms pushed me to my knees, and I gritted my teeth to keep my elbows from buckling.

Fire smashed down on the tree trunk with a crack like thunder as the bark split up to the branches. Another four fireballs hit in quick succession, and the cry of the forest pierced the air. The wail was unending, and the debuff stacked over and over until my eyes were buzzing in their sockets.

Then, the sound cut out, and all I could hear was the inferno blazing above me. I closed my eyes, but the fire raging overhead lit my lids with orange and red. The flames warmed my face and soothed the pain in my skull.

The pressure in my arms disappeared and I felt light again as Supermassive ended. Rain of Fire lasted another five seconds, but the damage I’d wanted to do had been done. I opened my eyes to see the Health bar for the tree down to 20%. The split in the trunk oozed black liquid and the stench of death wafted on the hot breeze.

A sharp ping sound turned my head to Otto on the beach. Nirdhaarit stabbed at the pair with her spear, and Otto deflected with a weapon that looked like a toothpick in comparison. I climbed to my feet, dizzy and sick to my stomach as I started my haphazard charge down the little root bridge.

The tree was low, but I didn’t think three Burning Afflictions would finish it off. I used Leaching Smolder to replenish my dangerously depleted Spirit, and started the cast for Fireball. I whacked the split trunk over and over with my fire, each hit taking another chunk of the tree’s life away.

Embers rained down like red snow, and smoke billowed from the blackened leaves of the tree, creating a choking cloud that dropped closer to the beach with every second. My Spirit bar flashed red and I threw my final fireball.

“Exarch!” Jinks screamed, and my head turned infuriatingly slowly in his direction.

Nirdhaarit was diving. Otto’s breastplate was dripping blood, his or the goddess’, I wasn’t sure. The water in the lake was swirling, and the smoke was starting to cloud my vision.

I held my breath as I turned back for the shore. My gut was roiling and my head spinning. I wanted nothing more than to drop into the sand and bury myself in it, but the fire in my chest pushed me onward. I dropped low to suck in a breath of fresh air and dragged myself through the sand as the blanket of darkness laid itself over me.

“Abby, run!” Otto called through the black cloud.

I trudged forward through the rising water, looking at the minimap in my HUD to guide me. Just another hundred meters. A wave slapped into my shins and the undertow loosened the sand under my feet as I made my way to the party.

The smoke thinned and I saw Otto running toward me. “Into the forest!” he called.

The forest had the sharp, reaching vines that would strangle me, but Nirdhaarit would do worse with her tentacles if I drifted into the lake, so I turned myself toward the tree line.

Water smashed into my thighs and I staggered back as one of the gray, featureless bodies bumped me. I grabbed onto its wrist and pulled it with me, praying they could be revived like Jinks. I dug my heels into the shifting sands and heaved until the body was free of the tide’s pull.

I knew there’d be one more wave, big enough to pull me under, and then if she stuck to a routine like most bosses, she’d slap the beach again. I had to get this person to a safe hiding spot before that happened.

My Stamina bar was empty, and my lungs ached for a breath as my vision narrowed on the trees ahead of me, but I dragged the body on. Water crashed behind me and I could feel the tugging of the wave’s current on my legs.

The sound of rushing was right behind me, and the water rose up to my chest. The gray body floated forward and dragged me with it toward the trees. I pushed off the sand and kicked my feet to escape the inevitable, then sucked in a breath of smoke.

A debuff notification flashed in my vision for a second, then my face slammed down and my vision went dark. Lake water reeking of decay rushed up my nose and I closed my throat tight against it as I tumbled. My fingers slipped from the wrist of the gray body in my grasp as my arm twisted. I scrambled to grab hold of them again, but I couldn’t tell which way was up, or where they’d gone.

I opened my eyes and immediately shut them again from the stabbing pain the water brought. It was black around me, and I remembered the tree had been oozing its corrupt sap into the lake.

I hit chest first against something solid and lost all the smoky air in my lungs. Warm hands held my waist and I grabbed back as the water retreated into the lake. My head breached the surface and I gasped hoarsely, wishing I could pull in more oxygen. Water trickled down the back of my throat and I hacked to get it out.

“Get up. Come on, Abby, get up!” Otto’s voice was barely there through the ringing in my ears.

“I lost them,” I cried hoarsely as I climbed to my feet and cracked open my sore eyes.

The smoke had dispersed, leaving the beach area clear, but the cloud still hung above us. Blackened branches three feet long were plummeting from the trembling tree and glowing leaves drifted like red snow. It looked so alien, like we’d been transported to another world.

Otto held a potion in front of my face and I drank it. The cloudiness I hadn’t realized was blurring my vision disappeared and I felt renewed. Damn, my Health had been low.

The ground shuddered as a squiddy leg slammed down into the wet sand on the other end of the beach. Jinks stood alone at the center, lifting black globes of water from the lake and forcing them toward the 25% Health Nirdhaarit. He and Otto had done a lot of work on her while I was taking down the tree.

We charged forward, wet sand flying up around us as we made our way back to Jinks. He dove left and rolled as the tentacle attack whapped down where he’d been, then dove right again as another slammed down.

“I don’t want to get squished, but I don’t want to get strangled either! Do you have this pattern down?” I asked as we ran toward the oncoming attacks.

“I think so,” Otto said breathlessly.

I grimaced as I looked up at the incoming tentacle. “You think so?”

“Dive forward!”

I jumped and rolled as the pink, blubbery limb smacked down behind us. I tumbled in a messy heap and cursed.

“Back!”

I rolled through the sand on my side to avoid the next assault, but I was too slow. I gasped as I watched the five-foot-wide, suckery doom drop down on top of me.

Thwump!

My ears went deaf as something hot and wet blasted me in the face. I shook my head and wiped goop from my eyes. Otto was standing over me, his sword comically huge and his body aglow with orange light that shot away from him in spikey peaks. It looked like something out of a classic ’90s anime that I used to watch with my dad.

The end of the assaulting tentacle whipped about, spraying blood over the beach as it retreated, but Otto gave chase. He slashed another massive chunk free. It plopped onto the sandy beach in a heap, and Nirdhaarit shrieked.

I scrambled to my feet, lobbing a fireball at the damaged limb. It hit with a crackle, and Nirdhaarit’s life dropped to 5%. The Aspect moved to dive down again, but I knew we couldn’t let her get away, or else she’d regenerate.

I activated Blazing Weapon in a blink and hurled the javelin toward her chest with all my might. The demi-goddess rose up and plummeted headfirst toward the water as my spear stabbed between her collarbone and neck. She curled into herself with a cry, and I triggered the explosion with a snap.

Water blasted outward as fire licked up her neck and burned away the seaweed hair. She sank down into the lake as her Health dropped to 2%, then 1%, and then she was dead.

Otto whooped as the monster went under, her life indicator empty. I fell back against the blood-slick beach and stared up at the ashen tree as a quest update appeared in my vision.
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<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

YOU HAVE DELIVERED the Drakes and destroyed Nirdhaarit and her Corrupted Forest. Return to Naitee Mungal to claim your Scalable Item reward. 

Reward: 10,000 XP.

<<<>>>

I opened my character sheet and was bombarded with another several notifications, one for leveling up, and one for “206 banked Pyro points.”

Hells yes. I’d been waiting to get that fifth point into Bulbumous, but now I’d have an extra one for a point in Momentus too. I panned over to my Pyrokinesis skill tree and dropped the points accordingly. Maybe I could level the whole tree before the quest was completed.

I moved back to the General Sorceress skill tree and looked around. One ability point to burn, and boy did I want to burn it on getting Snapcast, but I still needed one more point in the tree before I could get it. Immunity Aura would be the strongest addition for fighting the elementals, but another point in Caster’s Spark would improve the party’s Spirit regen rate by .5 x my character level, which was not insignificant.

No, I had to think about defense. We had plenty of firepower, and still quite a few potion— 

“I hate to be a bother while you’re relaxing here on the beach, but do you have any clothes?”

I closed out my menus to the view of a buck-naked Jinks right next to me. I averted my eyes in a hurry and opened my inventory.

“Yeah, I’ve got some merchant looking clothes that should work.” I pulled out my disguise from our Harrowick infiltration and passed it to Jinks with my eyes closed.

“Many thanks,” he said with an audible joy at my embarrassment.

“Oh!” I remembered I still had Embergrave. It would be a great weapon for a sorcerer like Jinks, maybe even make a difference. I pulled the staff from my inventory and passed it to him, eyes still closed.

He took the weapon with an, “Ooh!” Feeling the zapping tingle of power, I assumed.

I opened my eyes and looked out over the black water.

The lake was empty...

“What happened to Nirdhaarit, and the bodies?” I asked as I pointed to where the carnage should’ve been.

Jinks hummed thoughtfully. “Nirdhaarit must have returned to Sophia, my best guess at least. But the prisoners... I don’t know where they’ve gone. Perhaps to Thanatos.”

“And why are you still here? Did you not come from the same corrupted tree as the others?” Otto asked, his tone holding a note of suspicion.

Jinks shrugged. “I don’t know—well, that’s unfortunate.”

“What?” I asked.

“Just look,” he said with defeat.

I spun around and nearly burst with laughter. It wasn’t until this moment that I realized Jinks was about six foot something. My white blouse was a loose belly shirt, my pants were high waters that were not nearly long enough in the inseam for him, and the cloak only came down to his knees.

“It’ll be sufficient for now.” He crossed his arms, staff held tight in his right hand, and looked at me expectantly. “So, which Aspect is next?”

I checked my quest again. “Kusamay.”

“Lovely; your strength, Exarch...?” He rolled his hand about, trying to pull the information from me.

“Abby. This is Otto.”

“Excellent to meet you both. This should be fun.” He wiggled his brow and turned away toward the ridge on the other side of the lake.

Otto sighed. “We need to rest. Abby and I have been up for many hours, and with the corruption removed, it’s safe to camp here for a time.”

Jinks turned back, his face beaming with sarcasm. “Are you sure?”

Otto looked around the forest, then to the lake. “There’s nothing else here except fresh water in the underbrush, and possibly food. We were pressed for time in our departure”—he grunted—“both departures, and so we have no provisions.”

Jinks smirked. “The four suns will not set.”

Otto groaned. “Then I’ll lie face down. We must rest. The penalty will be severe if we don’t.”

“I agree,” I chimed in, and Otto gave me a grateful nod.

“Suit yourselves. Aside from this valley, I haven’t been anywhere else in the Shattered Realm—I’m assuming that’s where we are—so how would I know?”

What in the hell was even going on in this place? Bodies trapped in blue sacks in a tree with black tar for sap and a half-squid siren goddess swimming around in the lake. This was a freakin’ trip.

“What do you know about the Shattered Realm?” I asked Jinks as we walked into the now calm forest.

Otto jumped in before Jinks could reply. “It’s Enyo’s domain. One of chaos and conflict. This realm thrives on war, destruction, and anger.” He paused, looking to his feet. “My mother was a child of Enyo for many years before my father died.”

Jinks cleared his throat. “He’s exactly right. Enyo feeds off the energy of opposing forces, change, and strong emotion. She will tip the scale until the balance is broken, then feast on the fallout of nations at war, technical and magical innovation, and death. She is a monster, but a necessary force that the world would be lesser without.”

“So, if I understand this correctly, the Aspects were with Sophia to maintain the balance of the elements in Gaia’s realm... and when they became unbalanced they were banished to Enyo!” It was coming together. “And it was when they started taking on bodies that they started changing, growing corrupt and throwing off the balance of their sorceric type in the world. They were strengthening themselves by taking away your distribution of their power in Gaia’s realm.”

Jinks shot me a finger gun and winked at Otto. “She’s quick. Should’ve been a Hydromancer.”

“So then Thanatos...” I remembered back to what that Overmind’s IRL purpose was in game development. He was a filter for the internet and internal code recycling. 

He was the last-minute purchase from China, the war-games machine we all had doubts about. Of course the rumors leaked all over the company as soon as it came in. It had all of us chattering about the dangers of repurposing a computer whose primary function was figuring out how to destroy its opponent completely. Letting it handle the code that would return into active play and be replicated seemed to be asking for a lawsuit, or now in our permanently stranded position, serious trouble.

A fair few people had quit over the rumors, infuriated at Osmark’s lack of morals.

“Did we lose you?” Jinks asked as he waved a hand in front of my face.

“No, I was just thinking. Thanatos, from what I understand of him, is a warden of sorts. He would, eh”—I fumbled over the word—“process the dead?”

Jinks nodded. “Spot on. What was your name again?”

“Abby,” I said, then reached out to shake his hand. He looked at the offer and grabbed it awkwardly.

“Is this more knowledge you acquired when working on the portal?” Otto asked.

I seesawed my head. It technically wasn’t a lie to say yes. The VR capsules were portals of sorts. “Yeah. I’m sure Osmark knows this better than I do.”

The war effort, our rebellion, and everything Crimson Alliance came rushing back to me in a blink. I knew I needed to get back to them, but I would have to fulfill my promise to Naitee first.

“Oz... mark?” Jinks asked, his eyes wide with confusion.

Otto set about clearing a spot in a circle of trees while he spoke. “I’m not sure how long you’ve been dead, but Osmark is a Traveler, so is Abby. They come from another world, one outside of our gods and realms, one we never knew existed. They conjured the magic to come here. Their world is destroyed.” Otto paused as he looked to me, regret in his eyes. “In any case, Osmark is working with the Imperials to conquer Eldgard, something they previously failed at, but are now accomplishing quite well.”

Jinks ruffled his brow. “I’m dead?”

I swallowed hard, unsure of how to answer, and looked to Otto. He looked just as uncertain as me. “Yeah. Do you remember fighting Sookda?” I asked, trying to find a place to work back from.

“Yes, Naitee had talked with me about the growing corruption. Zalym had been handling it so well.” He paused to smile at the fond memory tainted by sadness. “She’s so strong. Stronger than all of us. The youngest, by a few seconds, and the strongest by measures.”

I filled my lungs, my stomach twisted with a sense of guilt. How could I possibly tell him that Zalym had succumbed to the corruption we were fighting when he thought so highly of her?

“I don’t remember anything else. I fought Sookda... did he win? I guess if I died, he must have won. I thought maybe Nirdhaarit had captured me somehow, which would explain why I’m still me, instead of a gray, featureless blob like the others.”

I nodded and took a seat on a fallen log in the center of a woody grove. It was quiet. No birds, no insects... nothing but the plants, and they were all still now. It was eerie, unsettling. There wasn’t even a breeze to speak of, just calm stillness, and us.

Jinks sucked in a breath and closed his eyes. “But you’re here because he failed to destroy the corruption.”

“Yes, and now Sookda is dead,” Otto said, snapping a branch in the growing pile of firewood.

“How?” Jinks looked to me. I didn’t have a good answer for him that was also truthful.

“Explain how the corruption works,” I pushed, trying to change the subject.

Jinks pinched his brow and looked down. “It’s like when you have spoiled grain. The baker can take spoiled grain and make bread to give to the people, but they’ll all get sick. The Aspect is the grain, and the Vassal is the baker and the silos. The Vassal can spend the time sorting through the stocks, finding the pure product to give to the people, while shoving the rest into their silos. After a time, the silo is so full of rot the Vassal has nothing left to give but corruption. This is what’s happened. This is our trial, our testament.

“You know,” he said with a tear in his eye, “I told Naitee I was tired. I told her that I was not strong like Zalym. We thought we could hold it back and keep them in check. Our parents had told us we could, and that we would, so I believed them.”

Jinks shook his head and tried to blink away the tear. “I’m sorry. I guess it’s been a while since I’ve had someone to talk to. I’m dead. Wow.”

We grew silent. Only the snaps of weak branches filled the void between us as we waited. Waited for what to say next, how to comfort, what to do. I wasn’t close to Jinks, we’d only just met, but I liked to think I was close to Naitee. What would she do?

I stood from the log, made my way across the small clearing to Jinks, and put my arms around him. He clenched his jaw as his lip trembled and the tears in his eyes spilled over. I moved my arms around his back and pulled him into a sisterly embrace as he broke into sobs.

“I failed! I’ve failed my family!” Jinks cried as he clung to me tighter. He fell forward and I cradled his bald head to my chest as he lost himself to the tears, the sorrow.

After a moment, he calmed, and Otto spoke. “Someone once told me, even if I have failed in the past, I am not a failure.”

We locked eyes, and a lump grew in my throat as Otto went on, “You can overcome this, Jinks. You can rise above and do what’s right. You’re here with us now, and we will need all the help we can get on this quest. Will you help us?”

Jinks sniffed hard and pulled away from me. I smiled kindly as his haunting blue eyes stared into mine.

“I will.”
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Secrets and Stillness
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THE SKY ABOVE SHIMMERED with green, violet, and pink as the vast aurora blazed across the night. We knew we’d passed into Kusamay’s zone when the four suns began to set on the open, dusty plains, and endless dark fell upon us. When the suns were only a few degrees above the horizon, mountains appeared in the distance, and the breeze settled as the air became cool. The cold wasn’t so bad though, not with my Residual Heat buff decreasing the penalties of freezing temperatures.

“Is there no way... that you could move any faster?” Jinks asked with chattering teeth.

I looked over my shoulder at the Sorcerer floating aloft in my Flame of Holding. I’d not had the chance to allocate my ability point, but once we’d come to the edge of Kusamay’s territory, it was obvious that I needed to put it in Flame of Holding. Getting the third skill point there allowed me to hold two entities captive in separate flame spells at once.

This was good because my Flame of Holding surprisingly kept Otto and Jinks warm. Residual Heat kept me from succumbing to Frostbite, Numb, or Hypothermia, so we were all safe to travel here.

But, it was bad because I didn’t get Snapcast, a spell I’d been pining after for weeks. On the flip side, keeping them in Flame of Holding was slowly but steadily increasing my Pyro points. I was at Momentus level 2, and could not wait to see what new ability was hiding behind level 3.

“Just ignoring me then, alright.” Jinks buried his face back into the fiery bonds of my spell to warm himself. I looked up at the sky again and took a deep breath as I stared at the aurora, and the thick, bright cloud that was the galaxy beyond.

There was so much potential in V.G.O. So much to explore. In centuries, the technology would be advanced enough to go visit those distant stars. We could experience the musings of decade-old computers fed by an ancient internet. Would there be aliens? Would it be like Star Trek, or Starship Troopers? Would I get to see it?

“Abby, are you well?” Otto asked with a hint of anger in his tone.

“I’m fine, just looking at the beautiful sky.” I walked on in the direction of the elusive X on the map. There were no creatures like in the desert surrounding Nirdhaarit’s oasis, but the cold was deterrent enough. Fortunately, there was no blizzard, either. I remembered in the temple of Atmorja Mandir that Kusamay was touted as the keeper of secrets and stillness. I was grateful for that stillness now.

The mountains hung down from the sky like giant inverted pyramids, highlighting the flat horizon. It was weird to think I’d never noticed the mountains hanging back on Earth, but that was definitely the way they’d been. There were only gaps between them that allowed the dark of the night sky through, and the aurora ran like a river from peak to peak. It looked so close I could touch it. The brilliant light reflected against the soft white snow underfoot, creating an enchanting atmosphere of color and quiet.

I remembered the aurora from nights spent under the stars with my mom and dad back in British Columbia. The vibrancy of this aurora outshone any I’d ever seen back IRL, and I was awestruck by it. The real was wondrous, but the unreal could be so much more.

“Abby, what’s your plan for fighting Kusamay?” Jinks’ question roused me from thought.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Throw fireballs at him, I guess.”

“That’s not going to cut it,” Jinks scolded.

I felt indignant heat flare in my cheeks and I turned. “Yeah? Well then why don’t you plan it without knowing what he’s going to look like, or how he’s going to fight.”

“I just mean we have to think a little deeper than sling spells at him.” He mocked my voice and I flexed my jaw. I could just let him walk for a bit... to cool off.

“Can we keep moving?” Jinks’ teeth chattered again.

I returned to our path, my feet crunching against the thin layer of powdery snow that slowly drifted up toward the mountains above. Snow going up didn’t sit quite right with me, but I felt that this was the way it had been IRL, and it just seemed off because of the more vibrant aurora.

“Perhaps we could talk about what spells you have,” Jinks offered.

The debuff with bright orange eyes in the corner of my vision pulsed, as if alerting me to a dangerous emotional precipice I was hanging over. The Corruption of Asima was flowing through me, and if I wasn’t careful, I could lose control of my body again like back in Kak’rana’s den.

I closed my eyes and took a long, chilled breath through my nose. “We only rested for a few hours, at your request, so I don’t have Supermassive back yet. Everything else is up.”

There was a distant boom and the air trembled. I looked toward the horizon in all directions, my eyes frantically searching for the source. It was either Kusamay or one of the elusive creatures that dwelt on the frozen tundra. Either way, it wouldn’t be good for us.

Boom. 

“Is that him?” Otto asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t see anything.” I stepped forward, keeping my eyes on the flat horizon.

If we needed to fight, both Jinks and Otto would have to come out of my holding spell. My Spirit regeneration was down by 50% while I held them, hamstringing me in combat. Even if I could hold onto Jinks, he wouldn’t be able to cast spells from Flame of Holding.

Boom.

Closer this time. The snow was moving in flurries around us and my breath was thick with sparkling beads of saliva.

Boom!

The mountain tip directly above us cracked, sending little bits of ice trickling down on us.

“Abby?” Otto swallowed hard.

“Yes, Otto?” I said, trying not to breathe as I watched the massive glassy block as it crumbled.

“Run!”

The mountaintop gave way. I spun Otto to lie flat at waist height, then hopped on his back. I grabbed hold of the spikes of his pauldrons and prayed this would work.

“What are you doing?” Jinks cried as he wiggled in his binds.

“Something stupid,” I whispered as I looked down at the fiery tendrils that looped around them both. It was all my fire, I was in control.

Move.

My head jerked back and I gritted my teeth as the sharp pauldron spikes threatened to puncture my palms. Otto was moving faster than I could’ve imagined as we hovered a few inches above the ground. Jinks wasn’t far behind as wisps of white puffed out in a wake behind us.

“This is incredible!” I made myself smaller to reduce drag, and the pain in my hands lessened.

Boulders cracked against the ground behind us and snow exploded outward, hot on our tails. The mountain shattered, an unending thunderclap of collapse, and icebergs rocketed down around us like meteors.

“Must go faster!” Jinks warned, and I checked over my shoulder.

The cloud of ice and debris was closing on us, but we’d nearly cleared the edge of the mountain. I stared down at the flames and whispered to it, “Go.”

An eagle caw, deep and monstrous, rang out in my ears. My hands ached from the force of Otto’s body moving faster than before as I tried desperately to hold on. The sound of rushing air and crashing ice drifted away as we zipped under the edge of the shattered mountain. I whooped as we slowed after clearing the destruction’s radius.

I turned back to look at the ruins in our wake, but all that was left was a cloud of white. Well, this was much faster than walking. I pushed us onward to the X, sitting atop Otto’s back as I moved us with Pyrokinesis. The minimap had automatically zoomed in, just as it had when we were getting closer to Nirdhaarit.

Boom.

I looked up to the next mountain peak, and between the glowing greens and pinks I could see some small speck of neon blue. I squinted and my eyes made out a shape: a hammer swinging toward the side of the mountain.

The hammer landed with a thunderous rumble against the ice, shaking the entire mountain. It was hard to see him, but the hammer was definitely attached to a man in well-camouflaged white robes.

I pointed. “It’s Kusamay.”

“Did anyone come up with a plan?” Jinks craned his neck to look up at me.

I grimaced.

“Excellent.” The eyeroll was audible in his tone.

Boom!

The mountain snow was trembling as cracks grew all up the slopes and through the aurora cloud. I pushed us faster toward the Aspect.

“If he’s a man now, he might stay that way. Otto, can you tank him?” I asked as we rocketed toward the hanging mountain peak.

“Two hits,” he replied with confidence.

We passed through the glimmering aurora and my stomach dropped. I was falling away from Otto, my hands screaming with pain as I held tight to his pauldrons. Panic scratched at the dark places of my mind but I shut it out and moved Jinks under my feet.

I dropped onto Jinks and wrapped my arms tightly around his neck as I panted, my hands trembling. “It appears gravity has changed,” I said with surprise in my wavering voice. I looked down to the side of the mountain, and followed it until there was nothing but black, starlit sky. I looked up to the white ground from which we’d departed as snow drifted toward us from it.

There was a laugh in the distance, and my eyes focused on the source: Kusamay. He pulled back his oversized, blue glowing hammer and leaned it over his shoulder. I wanted to fly back to the safety of where the ground was down instead of up, and there wasn’t an infinite sky to fall into, but I tempered my fear and swallowed my doubt.

“Surrender, Kusamay, and we will return you to your rightful place at Sophia’s side,” I yelled to the man on the mountainside who posed casually, like a model for a photo shoot.

His face pinched in confusion, and he leaned forward, cupping one hand to his ear.

I clenched my jaw and yelled louder. “Surrender!”

The man laughed again, then flopped backward into the snow. In a blink, he disappeared from the mountaintop.

Jinks sighed. “Smart, yell at a demigod on their own turf.”

I moved us closer to see if there was perhaps a tunnel through the mountain, or something he left behind. Nothing, just an indent in the snow.

“What the shit?” I asked, still panting from the fear of almost dropping into oblivion.

“Again, his turf.”

I recalled when Nirdhaarit had dropped into the water. When she came back she was six times her original size with tentacle arms and a shark mouth. I didn’t want to wait here to see what he’d come back as. 

From this angle, our destination was obvious. The aurora shone straight down through the bottoms of the mountains and into the sky below us. I was not used to the sky being down, and the ground being up, or mountains being inverted. Thinking about it made my head spin, and so I tried to focus on the peaks and our destination.

I moved us around the mountain toward the X on the map, careful not to get too close to any of the areas that dropped off into the sky. Except we were drifting toward the edge, despite me wanting exactly the opposite.

Otto’s eyes widened as we approached the valley of night between the mountains. “Abby—” 

“I know. I need to focus.”

Away from the edge. Away!

“It’s not working,” Jinks mused, sounding entertained by the idea of dropping into oblivion.

I blew the hot air from my lungs and sucked in a new deep breath of cold and focused on the mountaintop. There. That’s where we’ll go. Jinks and Otto floated lazily for a moment and I narrowed my eyes on where I wanted to be. The knot in my gut unraveled a hair as we moved back toward relative safety.

“I’m going to look for a place to set down. Jinks, will you be alright when I have to release you?” I asked as I looked at his bald head and exposed midriff.

“For at least a few minutes.” He tried to shrug but my binds held tight.

I’d have to keep my holding spell on them as long as possible. I remembered the feeling of hypothermia from my very first ten minutes in the game, and then again just yesterday. I’d felt weak all over, moving hurt, and I couldn’t think about anything but my freezing limbs. If they were incapacitated that way, it could be the end of the party.

We rounded the mountain, the glow of the aurora growing brighter as we drew near. It pulsed, as if it sensed our presence and was giving us a warning. My heart hammered. This fight could not be one of endurance, or we would fail. Any longer than a few minutes and Otto and Jinks would freeze.

Glittering ice, clear as glass and sharp as diamonds, hung in the air between the hovering mountains, capturing and projecting the rays of light through the sky. My head spun as I looked at it, both mystified and sickened with a sense of vertigo.

Boom.

Shit, here we go again with the avalanches. I looked to the towering mountaintop to our left, but there was nothing there.

“Do you see him?” I asked.

“Limited head turning mobility. I can see the sky and the ice,” Jinks mused.

A deep, guttural clicking bounced from snowcapped peak to peak, and the aurora vibrated in response. Goosebumps rose on my arms. The sound was not human, or Risi, or anything I’d ever heard in Eldgard or otherwise. It was somewhere between a slow growl and deep humming amplified ten times over. Whatever was making it had to be huge.

The sound dimmed to a rumble, until it was just echoes bouncing off the ice. 

“What the hell was that?” Otto had a hint of annoyance in his tone, like he didn’t have time for this bullshit. I couldn’t have agreed more.

“Kusamay! Face us!” I shouted to the hanging glass.

The sound returned, followed by a voice so deep I felt as though it could split the bones in my rib cage. It spoke slowly, each syllable drawn out with the deep clicking. “Why? I can watch your death from behind the Shees’ha.”

My thick blood pumped through my veins like molasses as my heart painfully began to slow. A debuff appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added:

Numb: You are numbed by the raging cold of the tundra. Your movement and attack speeds are reduced by 50%, and your Health regeneration is reduced by 35%. Duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

My fingers felt as though they were going to break off, and my cheeks shook with my chattering teeth. The feel of Wildfire against my skin changed from comfort to pain. Every fiber of the cloth was like needles against my body.

“What is it?” Otto’s voice was distant, but alert.

I swallowed hard and kept my focus on maintaining the holding spells and our flight. The muscles in my legs convulsed and I slipped forward as I lost my balance on Jinks’ back. I could feel my concentration on the spell wavering, threatening to fail, to drop us out of the sky into the ice.

Jinks turned his head, trying to get a look at me. “Abby, you’re shivering. Lie down flat on me to get the warmth of your spell.”

Warmth. I just wanted to be warm again. There was frost inside me, turning my veins to ice and my mind to cold crystal. I didn’t want to think, or be, or do anything but climb inside a fire...

Or have a fire climb inside me!

Without a second’s hesitation, I cast Burning Affliction on myself. It tingled, at first, and my hands ached, but after a few seconds, the Numb debuff disappeared.

The clicking hum returned in what sounded like a chuckle. “You’re too young to be here, Firebrand. Run home to the temple.”

“Shakti, using her Vassal, threatens that very temple and seeks to subject all the elements to her control unless my guardian and I defeat the corruption and restore balance.”

“Balance!” the voice barked, and the aurora trembled. “There is no such thing. There is guided, caged, maintained chaos.”

“There is chaos when you hold the dead captive!” I bit back my anger. Yelling at a demigod would not get them to see reason. “Set them free, Kusamay, and release yourself from the corruption.”

“Shakti doesn’t play by the rules, why should I?”

I scanned the landscape for the voice, finding nothing but colorful light and ice.

“Shakti will get hers soon enough,” I snarled, and he was silent. Perhaps I was going about this wrong. Eisen was prickly on the outside, he was cold and distant, but inside he was kind, and warm. Maybe he’d fostered that in Kusamay. 

“You’re the only Aspect who’s said more than ten words to me, and the only Aspect who hasn’t outright tried to crush or rip me apart.” I paused. He did actually try to crush us minutes ago, but that wouldn’t aid me in this plea. “I know you know what’s right. I know you can help me restore balance.”

“Hmm,” the voice rumbled through the crystals. “You truly don’t understand, do you, child? This has never been about balance. This has never been about coexistence. This is about dominance. I am the strongest, the most capable, the one who should rule. And you’ve wasted precious moments on idle chatter.”

The aurora died out in an instant, and all was black but the twinkling stars below. A silhouette rose up from the side of the mountain beyond the crystals, tall and wide. Sharp, curling tusks reached out fifty feet or more, and a long trunk raised high in the air as the massive mammoth reared up.

Boom!
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Kusamay
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ICE AS SHARP AS RAZORS, light as bright as the sun, and gale-force wind blasted against us. My Health dropped by 10% and I fell from Jinks’ back into the powdery snow of the mountainside. Otto and Jinks came falling down beside me, already shivering. The aurora returned, but instead of flowing between the mountain peaks like a peaceful river, it shot towards us like arrows in waves.

“Jinks, if I can melt all this, can you get us over there?” I asked, pointing to the forty-foot wooly mammoth that was likely Kusamay on the other side of the ice field.

“Yes,” he said, convulsing.

I hoped it wouldn’t burn them alive, but knew that they couldn’t function with Numb. I cast Burning Affliction on Otto and Jinks, and within seconds, they were on their feet again, shaking off the cold.

Jinks was right! Frost was my strength. I’d failed to escape Eisen at our first run-in in Alaunhylles because he had the upper hand, and the protection wards in his house that made me feel like I’d just gotten off a mad teacup ride, but Kusamay was weak against me. I could best him.

I let Inferno Blast rip from my hands and melted away the ice and snow around us. Jinks picked up the water, wrapping us in a sloshing pool he carried across the gap. My head barely stayed at the surface as I continued blasting the water around us with my flames. It was hot, but the edges of the floating pond were already beginning to freeze. I had to combat it, or Kusamay could take control.

The closer we got to the enormous, century extinct creature, the more my gut turned. He was not just enormous, he was gargantuan. His tusks bowed out at least a hundred feet, covered in black, jagged ice. His legs were bigger around than the largest redwood tree I’d ever seen, and his body was a third the size of the mountain peak on which he stood. He must’ve weighed a thousand tons.

Kusamay reared up again, trumpeting so loud the water couldn’t protect us from being shaken to the core. My Spirit was down by half, but I knew if I let the water freeze, we were done for. Jinks moved us over the snow on Kusamay’s mountain, and I cut off my flames.

“Let me down!” I yelled to Jinks. I cast a fireball, then another, and let them float freely through the pool, hoping it would keep them warm.

I whipped a Spirit potion from my inventory and sucked it dry before Jinks’ floating hot tub ejected me into the snow. Gargantuan felt like an understatement as I stood before Kusamay. Not even before him, but at least three hundred feet away from him. What in the hell was I going to do about this?

“Find and destroy the corruption! My money is on those crystals.” I nodded toward the aurora-obscured ice that hung in the air between the mountains.

Kusamay laughed. “Hello, little ant,” he mused, and I felt indignation rise inside me the same as when Lowyth taunted me. “Tell Asima he’s weak when I send you to him!”

The mammoth reared back, twisting his head up. His massive tusks ripped against the side of the icy mountain, sending sharp shards careening toward me as he swept in my direction.

I blasted the projectiles out of the sky with fireball after fireball as I ran into his guard. I knew with his tusks and my spell range that I had to get close, despite the risk of being crushed or speared. He twisted his massive head, turning to hit me with his tusks, but I was already too close for that. I lobbed a fireball that landed squarely on the mammoth’s chest, but before I could celebrate my success, Kusamay’s trunk unfurled from his jaw.

Whack!

I flew backward, my Health down to 40%.

Kusamay trumpeted again, his trunk waggling about in satisfaction. I choked, my chest feeling like I couldn’t pull in air. I drank a Health potion on instinct and gasped when I could breathe again.

Kusamay roared, victorious. “You are insignificant, and I, mighty.”

So, he had an ego. I climbed to my feet and brushed off my robes. I didn’t have the whole history of the First, but I had to try. Any emotional leverage that was there, I had to use, and this one would surely strike a chord if it was true. “The last Firebrand you fought banished you from Gaia’s realm. What do you think I’ll do?”

Kusamay laughed like he knew something I didn’t. “You’ll die, just like he did!” He reared up again, his black, jagged-ice-covered legs lifting up through the aurora. The light collected on him like a black hole and radiated a smoky dark purple.

He came down in what felt like slow motion, and I was ready with two spells for whatever he had in store. His massive feet beat the ground and the ice split with a deafening crack. Light shot along the frozen mountainside toward my feet, and with a thought I cast Magnus Armor.

The bright purple light washed over me with a frigid tingle, and then Magnus Armor was gone. My Health was full, and I stood triumphant with my hands on my hips as the icy block of floating mountain rumbled from the blow.

“Not that easily,” I said with my chin held high.

Kusamay roared. “So, you think you’re something special? You’re nothing!”

He charged forward and my heart thudded. This was what I wanted, but damn was it terrifying to see a mammoth the size of twenty blue whales running straight for me with tusks as fat around as a school bus.

I planted my feet and swallowed hard. Kusamay rolled up his trunk as he came in to swipe at me with his left tusk. The cold swirled around me like a frigid tornado, and my knees shook from both fear and frost.

His tusk rushed toward me like an avalanche, and I judged the distance as I prepared a fireball. Kusamay’s eyes smoked with purple energy as he roared, his attack nearly upon me.

I jumped, launching my fireball at my feet, then triggered Raging Inferno Blast. The detonation pushed me into the air and the constant stream of fire pouring from my hands pushed me higher still. The tusk scraped the mountain under me, leaving massive gouges in the ice.

Do it, you bastard, I thought as I watched his trunk unfurl. He whipped it toward me and I cut off Inferno Blast, then in a blink summoned Shell of Molten Ash.

Kusamay screeched in pain as my shell vanished, shooting a gout of flames right up his trunk. His Health dropped by 10% with the hit, but I wasn’t done yet. I popped him with three Burning Afflictions back to back, and just as my Spirit reached empty, got Leaching Smolder on him too.

I plummeted back to the mountainside as the massive mammoth erupted in flames. Kusamay flopped to the side with a crash, trying to douse my fire in his snow to no avail. The black, jagged ice on his tusks and legs began to melt, and a river of black muck oozed into the crevasse left by his attacks.

There was something else in the goo, something alive. Gasps and cries wailed through the frosty air as the bodies of Kusamay’s prisoners slopped out onto the mountain. He had them on him, trapped in the very ice he armored himself with. I bit down on my cheek, cursing myself for sending Otto and Jinks on a fool’s errand.

I landed in the thin layer of snow with a thunk. My knees ached from the impact, but I stood tall. My Spirit was climbing like a rocket as my debuffs did their work, giving me the seconds I needed to run back into range. 

My legs and arms pumped furiously as I dashed forward between Kusamay’s massive tusks amid the crying Frostlocks. The stench of his burning fur and flesh stung my eyes, but I had to get close, had to end it and set them all free. I popped another Burning Affliction on him just before Leaching Smolder ended, and my Spirit bar shot all the way up to full.

Kusamay was rolling to his side, his trunk raised in an attempt to counterbalance his weight. When his eyes opened, they locked on me with a chilling gaze. My gut felt like it was turning into a brick of ice. My legs became stiff and unmoving, and my arms tingled with a feeling like falling asleep.

A chill ran up my spine and escaped through my mouth with a pathetic whimper as a debuff notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added:

Permafrost: You have been rooted to the ground by the icy tendrils of Permafrost. You cannot move and your Spirit regeneration is reduced by 100%.

Bonus Debuff! Your hands are trapped in the Permafrost, preventing spellcasts requiring hand gestures. Duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>

“You’re mine now,” Kusamay said with a wheeze.

Come on, bastard, show me that ego. I kept very still, working hard to keep fear present in my features. He thought he had me, but he was playing into my hand. My only hand... If this didn’t work, I was going to be Wode jelly.

The mammoth demigod pushed up to his feet, his bare, charred skin still smoking from the heat of my spell. Black goop dripped from his underside and joined the growing river of corrupt ice that reached up my body and held me still.

Kusamay stomped a massive foot toward me and the ground trembled. He leaned down as his trunk wrapped around me, coiled like a viper. It stank worse than death, worse than anything I’d ever smelled, and I fought hard to keep my stomach of ice from turning into a blender of vomit.

“All out of fight, little ant?” His breath was cold on my face as he moved in, showing off massive flat teeth bigger than semitrucks. “You’re more pathetic than I could’ve fathomed. How did you end up here? I must know your secret...”

He lowered his eye to look at me, and I made my move.

Sorceric Blessing.

The black ice shattered and I was freed in a second.

Blazing Weapon.

My agility skyrocketed as the spear flared hot in my hand. I leapt up, out of the death squeeze of his trunk, and thrust my weapon into Kusamay’s smoky purple iris. He cried in agony, jerking back faster than I could grab hold of the spear tip.

I landed on his coiling trunk and dug my fingers into his burnt hide as I climbed. His trunk flipped into the air, trying to whip me free, but I burrowed my fingers in deeper with each climbing reach I made. Blood slickened his charred skin, so I anchored my fingers in the rips of his skin to keep myself aloft.

Fifteen more seconds until Blazing Weapon ended, and Kusamay’s Health was still above 50%. Faster, Abby!

Kusamay whipped his trunk again and I let go, flying face-first toward the top of his head. I landed between his huge ears with a graceful roll and then laid myself flat. My fingers flicked and my wrists twisted as I worked the spell for Flame of Holding.

<<<>>>

Spell Limitation:

Flame of Holding: Your target is massive, and your flame spell small. Take an additional ten seconds to capture your opponent.

<<<>>>

You’ve got to be shitting me!

Seven more seconds on Blazing Weapon.

I dug my heels into the mammoth’s sloping neck to hold myself flat against his back while his giant, blistered ears whacked at me. Kusamay screamed and the power of his voice rang out on my eardrums, until the sound faded, and I only felt it in my chest.

My heavy breathing became loud in my inner ear, and I could hear the hammering of my heart as the fiery tendrils began to spread around his body. The mammoth’s trunk slapped down on his head, just a foot shy of my face, and I winced from the rush of hot, putrid smelling air he blew at me.

Kusamay’s head jerked hard to the side as fire from my weapon and gore blasted out of his eye. His Health was down to 40%, and his trunk was growing more desperate. The beast below me bucked up as fire zipped from my fingers and wrapped tightly around his neck.

“Yes!” I cried as I grabbed hold of my flaming bonds and held myself close to the charred body of the Aspect.

“You’re nothing! You cannot hold me!” Kusamay lifted his trunk again to smack me down, but my fire was already spreading. I pulled his trunk toward me with Momentus and pinned it down against his side.

“No!” He bellowed and charged toward the mountain peak. My fire wasn’t spreading fast enough. I could feel it working down his chest, around one leg—

Crack!

I flew forward as Kusamay rammed himself headfirst into the massive block of ice. His flame-wrapped trunk unrolled at my command and reached out for me. I landed on Kusamay’s trunk with a grunt just feet from the shattering mountainside.

But the ice wasn’t sliding down. No, it was falling up, toward the ground above.

Weightlessness took me, Kusamay, and the ice into the pulsing aurora. I clambered up his trunk when my Flame of Holding was complete, wrapping him tight from tip to tail with my fiery binds.

We hung in the air, drifting closer and closer to the edge of the aurora where gravity would shift.

Kusamay bellowed with smug satisfaction. “You will die with me, ant!”

“Enough from you,” I said as I wrapped fiery reins through his open mouth. I pulled back hard, turning us with Momentus so we faced the ground. The real ground. Gravity was kicking in and I could feel my stomach lurching forward as the ice began to drop around us.

Kusamay roared, gnawing and fighting against my spell as I drove us toward the tundra. Wind whistled past my ears, chilling them to the point of numbness. Shards of ice were crumbling against the ground and plumes of white frost exploded outward. The mammoth cry of fear and fury shook the air as we pushed through the crystal cloud to our doom.

I launched myself blindly from Kusamay’s back and activated Immortal Flame. My body ignited in an instant, and the snow around me melted into raindrops that fell back up into the sky. The fire in my belly wrapped me in confidence as I used Pyrokinesis to hold myself aloft while I watched Kusamay meet his end.

Flame of Holding disappeared from the diving mammoth in a snap, and he kicked his legs in protest of the inevitable. I lobbed fireballs after the dropping demigod until I heard the telltale crack boom!

Kusamay was obscured by the frosty cloud, but his dying squelch accompanied my quest pop-up, alerting me to our success.

<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has asked you to join the ranks of the Order of the Four and ascend to the position of Vassal, the highest rank of the Elemental Aspect, Asima.

You have Delivered the Drakes, destroyed Nirdhaarit and her Corrupted Forest, and put an end to Kusamay. Two Aspects remain, and your most challenging trial yet. Conserve your strength, Firebrand, for the road ahead holds more than the monsters of the gods.

Return to Naitee Mungal to claim your Scalable Item reward. 

Reward: 10,000 XP.

<<<>>>

I dismissed the pop-up with a wave and checked the timer: twenty more seconds. I had to get Otto and Jinks... if they were still alive.

With a thought I guided my body back through the gravity aurora, but felt immune to its effects in my flighted form. I wanted to revel in the moment of being able to take flight all on my own, but there was no time.

“Otto, Jinks!” I called out to them through the flickering aurora and rising rain.

A whistle, weak and long, replied. I flew past shattered mountaintops hanging in midair as I searched the collapsing landscape. Fifteen seconds. I pushed myself faster, blasting away falling debris and swerving around massive crystals as I hunted for them.

There! A crumbling platform at the edge of the mountain. They were frozen in Jinks’ globe, both their Health bars dangerously low. I dove, putting my hands behind me and triggering Inferno Blast as I made myself a rocket.

I turned my flame-spurting hands on the ice as soon as I was in range, pouring my fire over the areas far from Otto and Jinks’ faces. Water would drip over the sides, only to freeze again on the way down. I focused on a single spot, starting a hole in the side of their prison.

Six seconds left, and the ice wasn’t melting fast enough. I cut off Inferno Blast and slammed two fireballs into the hole I’d made just as my timer hit zero. I became the deaf, mute, colorblind wisp of smoke that was the payment for such great power, and watched as Otto struggled to get his arm free from the icy hold through a crack I’d made.

Come on, Otto, you can do it! 

He pulled his sword arm free, trembling like mad as he dropped a Health potion first into Jinks’ mouth, then his own. His arms glowed a muted gray-blue as he punched at the clear ice surrounding him, deepening the crack my two fireballs had left.

The frozen ball finally split, and my friends spilled out onto the platform. My wisp form ended, and with a crash, the sounds of exploding ice chunks and cracking mountains returned to me along with color and cold.

I went to work wrapping them in Flame of Holding as the gravity field continued to shift around us, pulling the mountains back toward the tundra. My stomach clenched as my hair lifted off my neck, floating away with the ice and water around us.

With them both wrapped, I brought them together in the low gravity and hugged them close to me as I pushed off the breaking ice shelf. With Momentus I guided my wrapped friends around drifting snowballs and spears of jagged black.

The bodies that had been wrapped in the corrupt goop were gone, and little bipedal-shaped indents and bubbles were left behind. I had to hope they’d gone on to some afterlife of happiness after being held prisoner against their will for so long.

“We didn’t f-find them,” Otto said, his lips trembling.

“It’s okay, I did.” I patted Otto’s back as we floated easily past the bright aurora.

I looked down as we passed Kusamay, needing to confirm his death with my own eyes though the quest update had triggered. There was a massive crater in the middle of the frost cloud, but nothing more. So, he’d moved on as well.

I opened my map and looked on toward the next X that had appeared: Shakti’s zone. The fog of war kept the landscape a mystery, but I could tell it wasn’t far. The ice castles Kusamay had crafted to keep himself safe toppled down as we sped off toward the black horizon.
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Cavernous Echoes
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FIREFLIES FLITTERED overhead, their luminescent blues and greens casting shadows of thin wings against the cave wall. It was quiet, and cool, but not cold. Water dripped in some distant passage, and Lumalgae glowed all around us in our small outcropping from the main passage that led down into the depths of Shakti’s lair.

The X on the map had been a cave entrance. None of us liked the idea of venturing underground to an Aspect who could bring it all down on top of us with a snap, but we didn’t have a choice. If we wanted to go home, alive, and save the Sorcerers from Shakti’s reign of terror, we had to destroy her, and the corruption.

“Thanks.” I nodded to Jinks as he passed me a rolled-up leaf filled with water. He’d stuffed several of the oversized leaves from Nirdhaarit’s zone into his inventory, and it was fortunate that he had, or else I’d have been drinking from his hands.

Jinks sat in a prayer pose I’d seen in books of Buddhist monks, yogis, and other religions that sought inner peace. He breathed deeply, allowing his belly to fill with air as his eyes gently closed again. Beads of water drifted on imaginary strings from all around us toward the leaf cupped in his hands.

While it was fascinating, I knew I had some business to attend to in the menus, perhaps some messages from the Crimson Alliance. I opened my character sheet. Just a few hundred experience points shy of thirty-eight. A host of debuffs sat in the corner: Hungry, Thirsty, Tired, and Unwashed.

At least we could take care of the Hungry and Thirsty. I supposed Jinks could also give us a bath, but I didn’t relish the idea of being nude while he scrubbed his water all over me... 

I panned over to my Pyrokinesis skill tree and was happy to see three hundred and forty-eight Pyro points waiting to be spent. The first hundred points was easy—Momentus level 3.

The UI came to life with fire and smoke. A red line like a fuse for dynamite zipped across the screen and burst into sparks as the words “Brilliant Ascent” etched into the menu.

<<<>>>

Brilliant Ascent

Like the flight of the phoenix, your ascent is glorious and deadly. Let wings of flame take you to new heights, raining fire down on your foes while blessing your friends with invigorating light.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 1,000 Spirit

Range: 10 meters vertical ascent, 30 meter damage radius

Cast Time: Instant

Spell Duration: 20 seconds

Cooldown: 6 hours

Effect 1: Grow wings of fire to take you 10 meters into the air over 5 seconds.

Effect 2: Create a whirlwind of fire and smoke in a 30-meter radius dealing 10 damage per second and reducing Stamina regeneration by 20%. Intermittently shoot fireballs at twice damage from your hands for 15 seconds as you descend.

Effect 3: The area directly below your ascent is basked in cleansing light, removing malicious status effects for anyone who stands within your glow.

Mastery Progression: Spend 50 Pyro points to level this spell from 1 to 2.

<<<>>>

A thousand Spirit! What the hell? Okay, the ability was top-notch, but still, a thousand? That was almost half my Spirit! The farther I went in this skill tree the more I was surprised. That was damn awesome, and I couldn’t wait to give it a whirl. But, what would I spend the other two hundred points on?

I was using a lot of Momentus, so having better control there would be great, but I was two points away in both Bulbumous and Engorgeous from getting a new ability. But, if I added two points to Momentus, I would unlock Omnisis, allowing me to use two of the other Masteries at once. That was a level of powerful I couldn’t pass up.

So, the remaining two hundred points went into Momentus.

<<<>>>
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<<<>>>

WELL, THERE IT WAS. Maybe not the best choice, but I couldn’t predict the future.

“I found some mushrooms,” Otto said with a grunt as he plopped down near me.

I closed out my menu and held my fireball up to inspect the fungi. It was ear shaped, like it had been growing off the wall. I was really sure I didn’t want to trust it, but with Hungry level 3 on the list of debuffs, I didn’t know if we had a choice. I tried to open its information sheet.

<<<>>>

Clay Ear Mushroom

You’re no mushroom expert, but it looks a bit slimy.

<<<>>>

Well, fire could fix a lot of things...

“Roasted mushroom coming up.” I took the handful from him and set about cooking them with a low heat fireball. “Was there anything else?” I asked as the edges of the pale white cap curled back and browned.

He shrugged. “Some Lumalgae, which is not palatable but edible, and the dragonflies. If we venture deeper we may find other wildlife that could be an option.”

We were already starving, and the penalty for not eating was severe. It reduced our carrying capacity by fifty pounds, not like we were finding any gear, but it also reduced Stamina regeneration by 30%. We couldn’t go deeper without at least something small.

“I found a centipede,” Jinks said, his voice hopeful as he held up a blob of water trapping the spindly black creature.

I shivered. “Nasty, it’s all yours.”

“Jinks has the right idea. Centipedes are nutritious, much more so than these mushrooms. I’ll find more.” Otto was up and off again in the darkness, his eyes so easily adjusting to the lack of light that made me blind.

“So, Otto is your guardian?” Jinks asked as he plucked the wriggling insect from the water by the head.

“Yeah.” I nodded, trying not to watch as Jinks pinched the creature’s head off, then took a bite.

He crunched loudly as he said, “We often form strong bonds with our guardians. Did you know that Sookda was Naitee’s guardian for many years?”

“Sookda? But isn’t he a Hydromancer? Or rather... wasn’t he?” My heart ached and my blood boiled as his final moments flashed in my mind. I wish I hadn’t used Immortal Flame. I could’ve done something, could’ve saved him, but it was too late for thoughts like that. Now, all I could do was avenge him.

“Yes, but a guardian doesn’t have to be anything other than your protector. Naitee has had many guardians, as I have. Eisen and Zalym, too. Eyuck!” he said with a jitter as he swallowed his last bite of centipede.

“Why so many guardians?” I passed him one of the cooked mushrooms and he accepted it with haste.

“We’ve lived a long time. The guardians die”—he paused and seesawed his head—“or they move on and up, like Sookda.” His eyes wandered about the cavern around us as he chewed the rubbery fungus.

I recalled when Naitee surrendered to me, and Zalym nearly lost her shit right there, Sookda was at her side in an instant. It must’ve been that guardian instinct that stayed with him, but what if it was something more? The way Naitee lost herself after his death, the way she laughed with him in Atmorja Mandir, how she watched him with a sly smile as his powers washed over the stadium. Maybe I was reading into it. Whatever their relationship had been, it was gone forever because of Zalym, because of Shakti.

“I’ve found something I think you’ll like to see.” Otto’s voice roused me from the sad movie playing in my head.

I cut off my fireball and handed the cooked mushroom to Otto as I gained my feet. He smiled and pushed it back toward me. “You need your strength for these trials. I was useless in the last fight.”

“And instrumental in the first. I would’ve died without you, so would’ve Jinks. You need strength too.” I pushed the morsel toward him and he accepted with a sigh of defeat.

Jinks smoothed down the rough fabric of his too-short shirt as he stood. “So, where’s this need-to-see item?”

Otto popped the whole mushroom in his mouth and motioned for us to follow him farther down the dimly lit passage. The stone floor and walls up to waist height were smooth, almost as if the passage had been carved away by water, and the ceiling was growing several inch-long stalactites. Nothing like the ones that had been in Kak’rana’s den, but still, it showed the age of this place. Or, at least the age it was meant to be by the Overminds.

I zoomed my minimap out to see the fog of war fade and a second tunnel appear in the distance. My eyes refocused on the hall ahead. Blue, effervescent light, and far-off sounds of rippling reached us from the distance.

Our feet moved a little faster, and there was palpable excitement radiating off Jinks.

“Otto, is that what I think it is?” I asked as my suddenly parched lips smacked in anticipation. If the water was at least forty degrees, I was getting in it. Hell with that, I could make it a hot tub. Oh, to be clean, and not thirsty.

We rounded the corner to the cavern, Jinks and I almost shoving our way in front of Otto. The cave was long and wide, nearly every inch of it filled with clean, clear water. Lumalgae glowed at the bottom of the lake, lighting the water from below. Tiny glowing fish swam in schools below the surface, nipping at the algae and calciferous rock. Luminous dragonflies fluttered across the top of the water, some catching a drink for themselves, others being caught by larger amphibious creatures waiting on rocks or floating pads of algae.

“Otto, you’re the best.” I patted him on the back as I moved toward the lake. My stomach gave a long, painful growl, and Jinks grinned as he stepped up beside me.

He raised a hand over the water and with a flick of his wrist, plucked one of the larger fish from it, trapped in a tiny Hydro Prison. The fish floated toward me, its tail flicking from side to side as it curled around in its tiny fishbowl.

“Fish fry?” Jinks asked as he lowered the animal down to my hands.

I watched the creature as it swam around and around, oblivious to the danger it faced. I looked into the water. There were no bones at the bottom, no waste that I could see in the water. Unless the fish lived forever, it seemed this closed ecosystem was fully efficient. Removing a fish, or anything, could destroy it.

I reached into the water bauble and grabbed the fish gingerly. It wriggled, terrified of my grasp, until I released it back into its home. It swam away in a hurry, then looked back at me. I’d never known fish to be smart, but this was V.G.O. A fish could be anything here, even a god.

“You cooked fish not two days ago, Abby, what’s the problem?” Otto asked as he stepped up to me.

I shook my head. “This is all that’s here. We can’t take from the lake, or it could collapse.”

“Abby, it’s just a fish,” Otto said as he put his hand on my shoulder.

I looked through the water to the many creatures and plants living there. It wasn’t just one fish. It was all these fish, all these amphibians, all that algae, everything. We couldn’t take any of them without upsetting the balance. That was what this whole quest was about, after all. Balance.

The fish I’d set free returned, its face upturned, seeming to look at me as it approached. I knelt down at the edge of the water and dipped my finger in. It was a perfect temperature for swimming and lounging. The fish swam closer, nipping at my finger, and I giggled. It turned away, looking out toward the center of the lake as the surface rippled. Something big was swimming in the wake of the little fish. My gut clenched and I moved back, readying a fireball. Damn sushi had lured me into a trap!

Otto drew his sword as something dark, and sharp, broke the surface of the water. A tail swiped from side to side, propelling the massive beast as it forced its way up and out. It wore a wooden mask engraved with swirling etches that looked too elegant for writing. Behind that mask was a short snout, scaled like an alligator. Teeth protruded from short lips, and the golden brown eyes of something much stronger than all of us locked directly on me.

The creature stepped up out of the water on massive legs, its head nearly touching the top of the tall cavern. My heart bounced around in my rib cage as the fire in my hand danced. The creature just looked at me, unmoving as the water dripped from its dark, scaly hide. No name appeared, nor a Health bar.

“Cernunnos,” Jinks whispered as he dropped to a knee and lowered his head.

The beast took a step forward, shaking the cavern as it did, and I extinguished my flame. “Otto, sheath your sword,” I whispered to him, and he shook his head as if he were snapping from a trance.

A deep, clicking rumble from the beast echoed throughout the cave. I lowered my head in recognition of the god. Cernunnos’ massive legs sent waves rippling throughout the lake as he took a step forward, and another, until he towered above us.

What the hell was another Overmind doing in Enyo’s realm?
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Gift of Cernunnos
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VIBRATIONS ROCKED MY chest as another deep rumble burbled up from Cernunnos’ throat. The massive masked beast lowered his face to mine. He sniffed once, twice, and Otto took a step forward.

“No,” Jinks whispered as he looked up to me. “He won’t hurt us if we don’t hurt him, or his.”

“Or his?” Otto asked with a growl.

“The fish,” I said breathlessly as I looked out at the creatures in the lake. My gaze drifted up the massive reptilian’s body to its comically small hands and arms. It was holding something wrapped in doeskin colored cloth.

Cernunnos moved his face closer still to mine. My heart hammered, knowing that at any second this massive alligator-god could attack and destroy us. Closer. My palms tingled with the anticipation of a fireball. Closer. I could smell his earthy musk, like wet dirt and old bones.

He moved his head so his basketball-sized amber eye could look right into mine. I stared back, hands unmoving. Hot air whistled through his narrow nostrils, blowing Wildfire about my weary feet.

Then, he pulled back. Cernunnos dropped down into the water, his body shrinking as he swam off to the corner of the cavern, until he was gone.

On the rocky shore at my feet sat the doeskin package, wrapped carefully in a string made of braided grapevines, grapes included. I dove for the dropped goods, ripping off a branch for Otto and Jinks as I stuffed a handful of the green orbs into my mouth. I crunched down on the sweet fruit and hummed as the juice washed over my dry tongue. Otto and Jinks made similar noises beside me as we knelt around the package, and a notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Buff Added:

Gods’ Grapes: You have been well fed by the food of the gods. Restores 20 Health every second, increases Spirit by 20%, Stamina by 20%, Vitality by 20%, and cleanses you of all debuffs. Duration, 30 minutes.

<<<>>>

Light seemed to radiate from within me, and I gained the strength of a thousand awesome naps. I felt more refreshed than I’d ever felt in my entire life! My hand instinctively rose to my face and I stopped myself from chomping down on the last five grapes in my grasp. We would need to save them for Asima.

I opened my character sheet to see that all my debuffs, except Unwashed, had disappeared. I looked to Otto and Jinks, who were buried in their own palms, crunching on the sweet gift from Cernunnos. But, what was inside the package?

With a delicate touch, I unraveled the twisted twine that held the doeskin shut. Otto and Jinks sat in quiet reverence as I flipped back the layers that kept the contents of the delivery safe from water damage.

Sheer, childlike joy tightened the muscles in my throat as the last layer peeled back to reveal two white fangs, each an inch long, strung up with gold wire and rubies to form a pair of earrings. I reached down with bated breath, afraid it was some trick, or that they would disappear. I ran my finger along a fang, feeling the glossy texture of a well-manicured tooth.

I grabbed the earrings from the black cloth they sat on and inspected them.

<<<>>>

Lavalier of the Dragonborne

Armor Type: Jewelry

Class: Ancient Artifact

Set Item Base Defense: N/A

Primary Effects:


●  Increase your damage dealt with Blazing Weapon, both DPS and Trigger abilities, by 1.2 x character level

●  Increase the effectivity of Magnus Armor by .75 x your Spell Strength

●  Increase shared elemental damage bonus from Elemental Fury by .5 x character level

●  Increase Spirit regeneration by .05 x your Intelligence


Secondary Effects:


●  Increase damage of Burning Affliction by 5 x character level over the duration of the spell effect (2 pieces)

●  Reduce the time spent as a Wisp when using Immortal Flame by 1% per character level (2 pieces)

●  +5% chance of critical strike with fire spells (3 pieces)

●  Increase the duration of Fire Guardian by .05 x character level in minutes (3 pieces)

●  Reduce the cooldown time of all spells by 20% (4 pieces)


The fangs of a predator adorn the creature who is much more dangerous.

<<<>>>

Thank the hell out of Cernunnos. That Overmind was my hero! I opened my character sheet and dropped the earrings onto my avatar... but I got a negative buzzing and a pop-up instead of a rush of delicious power.

<<<>>>

Cannot equip Item: Lavalier of the Dragonborne

Missing necessary augment: Earring holes.

<<<>>>

Seriously? Earring holes in my freaking earlobes? I reached up and touched the fleshy piece that hung off the cartilage of my ear. Clean and soft as a newborn baby. I’d had four piercings in my left and two in my right back IRL, but had never really reached up to feel my own ears in V.G.O.

“Abby.” Otto’s voice pulled me from the menu and away from my earlobe. I looked as he held something out to me: a necklace with a massive black talon on the end of a rough wire cord. I touched the item and felt a tightness in my chest.

“It’s Kak’rana’s claw,” he said, confirming the ache in my heart that I couldn’t identify.

I took the necklace into my hands with care. The tie at the back came undone easily, and I wrapped it around Otto’s neck. When my knot was complete, he inhaled long and deep through his nose, I assumed feeling the same invigorating rush of increased stats as I was accustomed to.

“Ha ha! Praise be to Cernunnos, God of the Wild!” Jinks declared as he jumped to his feet, robed in an all-black outfit that fit his form much nicer than my hodgepodge gear.

I held out the earrings to Otto with a grimace. “I need some help.”

He ground his jaw from side to side as he grabbed the pointed end of the jewelry, then looked up to my ears. He reached up and pinched my earlobe with oversized fingers, then looked me in the eyes. “Are you sure?” He asked as if I didn’t want those earrings on me.

“Yeah, like one hundred percent sure.” I nodded with certainty in my voice.

“Okay,” Otto said as he bared his teeth and pulled down on my fleshy lobe.

He squinted, then a throbbing stab punched through the side of my head.

I slapped my hand against my ear as heat filled it, and blood trickled down my neck. “Shit, shit, hell, damn!” I screamed as I fell back from my haunches to my butt.

“Not so sure now, are you?” Jinks mused.

I bit back a snarky remark and locked my fiery gaze on Otto instead. “Do it,” I demanded as I sat upright, ready for the second earring.

Otto cringed. “I don’t really—”

“Do it!” I closed my eyes and focused on the pain of the first ear as I felt Otto’s meaty fingers grab the next.

The earring poked into my left earlobe, and I bit through the pain with a groan. Stupid V.G.O. and its stupid lifelike rules. The pain was replaced with a heart-fluttering shiver that coursed from head to toe as the earrings became equipped.

I opened my eyes, my breathing heavy with the weight of a pain I couldn’t easily dismiss. “Thanks, Otto.”

I looked back to the doeskin cloth package, but there was nothing else. I checked my stock of potions: dangerously low. Only four Spirit and three Health. “Otto, potions?”

His eyes went vacant for a second, then he frowned. “Two Health, six Spirit.”

“I have leaves,” Jinks said with a grin as he spread out two fan-like fronds.

I tutted and shook my head, then opened my character sheet again. I hadn’t seen any messages come through, but maybe the Crimson Alliance had used Officer’s Chat? I panned over, but there was nothing new, just the same messages I’d left them with.

That couldn’t be right. We left the Crimson Alliance two days before Naitee sent us to the Shattered Realm. While it was hard to tell time here without the sun having normal patterns, and the game clock seemingly broken, it had to have been at least another day we’d been here. How is it that they were carrying on for three days without us?

I swallowed back a lump in my throat as I closed out my menu. The truth stabbed like a knife. Jack hadn’t even messaged me to see how I was, where I was... did he even notice? I bit back anger and longing. I wanted to go home and see him, fold into his arms, and sleep for a week. I wanted to tell him all about my initiation into the Order of the Four, my new powers, the Aspects, the Shattered Realm...

But he didn’t even care I was gone. No one cared.

“Hey,” Otto said as he shook me, “I didn’t hit the brain, did I?”

I gave my best smile. “No, I’m fine.”

He leaned in and spoke low. “I heard you talking with Naitee about the corruption, losing control of yourself. Are you sure you’re alright?”

Anger seethed in me as his words penetrated my shield. Was I alright? How could I answer honestly? Yes was a lie, and no would have him worried about me. If his mind was churning with worry for me, it wasn’t on the task at hand, and we’d all be at risk of failing the quest.

I took a deep breath through my nose as I felt the anger building. I couldn’t let my emotions get out of control. I couldn’t let the corruption take over. It wasn’t even Otto, it was everything else.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

“We should keep moving while the grapes are still doing their work.”

I stood and smoothed the creases out of my ragged Wildfire. It needed a magical wardrobe, soon, or it was going to be hanging off me like the clothes of those girls in sexy action movies. They’d always ended up losing the bottom three feet of their dress, and their right sleeve so it hung off their cleavage just right, but I recalled how strange it was there was never any dirt on their face, and their hair looked amazing.

I shook my head. I was not some sexy actress in a movie primed for perfection. I wasn’t the fearless leader or the action hero. I was just Abby on a quest to keep the elemental Aspects from ravaging all of Eldgard.

I stooped one more time, collected a handful of water from the lake, and drank. The water was surprisingly cool, and sweet, thought just seconds ago it had felt warm enough to lounge in. I grabbed one last drink, then wiped my face clean.

“Let’s go finish this.” I turned from the enchanting cavern and walked toward the lingering X on my minimap.

There was a buoyancy in my step as I led the way down the dark passage. My mind was unburdened from the stress of this imaginary being I’d been trying to fit myself into. I was Abby, the Aspect killer, and there were Aspects about for killing.

How would the corruption rear its ugly head down here in the darkness? Would Shakti have the bodies of her fallen Stonewalls locked up in rocky prisons or would it be something more insidious?

Otto and I walked in silence as Jinks mused about how blessed we’d been to receive such a gift from a god, especially Cernunnos. Glowing bugs fluttered to and fro as we made our way deeper into the Aspect’s zone. Lustrous bits of moss provided a chilling yet enchanting ambiance that I doused with a bright fireball. I didn’t want our surroundings to elicit too much anxiety, or anything else for that matter. I wanted my head clear, and me in control.

The caverns wound around and back, Jinks rattling on the whole while about a hunting party he’d been in long ago where Cernunnos had sent a massive creature he described as an armor-plated giraffe, but called a Ripper. It had barbed hooks down its neck and back with dark shard hooves that trampled down half their party. Sounded terrifying, but my distracted mind couldn’t picture it clearly.

A sickly worry was burning up my esophagus that I kept at bay with deep breaths and internal chants. We’d be completely trapped if things went sideways unless, like in other V.G.O. dungeons, this one had another way out.

My minimap zoomed out automatically, drawing my attention, and I saw that we were within a few hundred feet of Shakti’s lair. I held up my hand for everyone to stop.

“We’re close,” I whispered, and dimmed my fireball until it was barely a blue flicker in my palm.

“Jinks, can you tell us anything about how she might fight?” Otto asked, his hand idly playing with Kak’rana’s claw hanging around his neck.

Jinks put his hand to his chin. “Here’s the thing, the Sorcerer abilities... these were things that I made with my brother and sisters. The Aspects fight differently, they don’t work like we do. I can tell you based on the Stonewall essence that Shakti will likely be resistant to fire and blades, but not water. She’ll be strong, but not very fast in her human form. Honestly, I’m surprised we’ve gotten this far. You know she is going to crush us in here, right?”

I shook my head as the knowledge from the last two fights replayed in my head. “Kusamay couldn’t control the ice at will, he had to use his hammer to destroy the mountainside. Nirdhaarit couldn’t make the water move in waves, she had to swim below and cause the disturbance herself. I don’t think Shakti can pull the cave down on us. I don’t know what she will be able to do, but I don’t think she can do that.”

Otto nodded. “But we can’t discount the possibility that Shakti can control earth like a Stonewall can.”

“What’s our option if that does happen?” Jinks asked, looking between us.

“I have a few ideas,” I said as I considered all of my abilities. There was one combination I was hoping I’d have a need for soon.

“Which are?” Jinks sounded more amused than concerned.

I smirked. “Blow shit up, of course.”

I looked at the minimap again and took stock of the room that was just around the rocky bend. It appeared the large open cavern was broken up by rows of pillars, or maybe I was reading it wrong. The far back end was still shrouded in the smoky fog of war, but I hoped to all the gods it included a hidden passage.

There was only one way to find out.
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The Horde
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OTTO AND JINKS CROUCHED behind me as we made our way down the crater wall, trying our best to maintain a stealthy approach. The room was ten times that of the Great Room back in the rebel hideout at Alaunhylles, and the organized spots on the map I’d seen had indeed been hulking, rocky pillars, about twenty feet apart.

The cave looked like the open mouth of a giant whale, the pillars making up the baleen plates designed to filter out invaders. They were covered in Lumalgae, and the insects buzzed about in here like in a hive. It sounded like something between a massive spinning fan and the rush of a waterfall.

I stopped at one of the pillars and peeked around it. The only things I saw were the bugs and the moss. No Shakti, no corruption. I pushed my back into the pillar and took another deep breath as my eyes wandered to the debuff with bright orange eyes in the corner of my vision. I could feel pressure building in my chest and fear ebbing at the dark recesses of my mind.

“You okay?” Otto put his hand on my shoulder and I fought back anger. I hated myself for feeling like such a bitch. Why couldn’t I just control it? Like with Gerald back at Darkshard Keep, I reacted from my gut, from the emotion, and couldn’t keep my anger in check.

What I wouldn’t give for the Occupational Stress debuff right now instead of the Corruption of Asima. At least with Occupational Stress, it would go away, and I wouldn’t lose control of my body.

“I’m hanging in there,” I said as I closed my eyes and took another breath. Why was this so hard? I’d been under more stress in the last month at Osmark Tech than now. Millions of lives were on the line back then, and we’d had a deadline that would not yield for anything or anyone.

If I failed here, what would happen? Otto and Jinks would die. Shakti would destroy the temple then go on a rampage. She might even take out Osmark and his crew in the process, or the Crimson Alliance. There would be a huge world raid to take her down, and then everything would keep going. My failure meant nothing in the grand scheme of things, so why was I trying?

I turned back to the descent toward the X on the map. I didn’t want Otto to die, and while I hardly knew Jinks, I didn’t want him to have to die again either. He and his family had been through enough. If I could just hold out a little longer, I’d be through all this shit. Plus, destroying Shakti and Asima would fulfill the quest, keep the realm safe, and elevate me to Vassal of Asima. There was promise in my work, there was reward.

I took another deep breath as we came to the next pillar. I looked around the edge toward the center of the room, checking my minimap to see if the X was moving or stationary. Still nothing, just the ever buzzing sound of bugs making their way about the cavern and light from all the luminous plants. Where the hell was she?

We took the next downslope to the closest pillar with less stealth and more speed, then the next. We were nearing the bottom of the crater, and I took a second to look all the way up to the top. It seemed implausible that pillars so thin, only about six feet around, would run from ceiling to floor. They weren’t support pillars, that was for sure, and they didn’t seem to serve any purpose other than being a spot for moss and insect nests.

I moved again, faster this time as the floor evened out to a gentle slope. Next pillar, next, next. My heart was racing as we got closer and closer to the X on my map. Where was she hiding? Would it be like that tree boss in the secret dungeon with Jack so many weeks ago, and we’d have to trigger her appearance?

Fear and urgency moved me forward again and again until we were near the bottom of the crater, the center of the room. I knelt against the last pillar before an open arena, one that had been obscured by the many stone obstructions. There was a seat at the center, a hulking throne at least thirty feet high. The glowing greens of the moss and insects danced on the obsidian glassy surface, giving it a maleficent glow. But it was empty. No one sat upon it.

I ground my teeth as caution told me this was a trap. I looked around the room, but there was nothing to indicate it as such.

“I’m moving up. Stay here,” I whispered to the team over my shoulder and moved forward. I took a tentative step into the empty ring, then another, but nothing happened. There was no growl from the depths, or trembling from the walls. Nothing.

I circled the throne, inspecting the smooth glassy surface with distaste. She’d made herself a chair to sit upon at the depths of a cavern, just to prove she was a queen. Queen of the insects and the moss, but that didn’t matter, still a queen. As I ran my fingers against the black stone I recalled how Shakti had spoken through Zalym.

Bow before my power. Kneel before your queen. She was a poison. Stonewalls were an abomination. They were all just so high on their own power, so in love with themselves and their strength. So they could control the earth I stood on, so what? I was strong! I could burn them alive, blast their stone into ash, and reduce them all to dust.

“Abby!” Otto’s hand came down on my shoulder and I twisted to him with a roar in my chest and heat in my face.

There was a fireball in my hand, glowing white-hot and thrashing about with anger. I released my grasp on it, and the fire cooled. The throne was covered in incandescent scorch marks where my fireballs had landed. I looked to the corner of my HUD where the black cloud and Asima’s orange eyes stared back at me, tauntingly.

Jinks peeked from behind the nearest pillar, it too covered in burns and cracks. “Is she done?”

“I believe so,” Otto replied and released my shoulder. There was a burn on his chest as well, and his Health was steadily climbing up from a small missing chunk. I bit down on my cheek to quell the tears gathering in my eyes. If I let them out, I might lose control again, so I bit hard and drew blood. The iron taste spread over my tongue and cleared my head.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and he patted my shoulder.

“It can’t be helped. I’m okay.” He looked around the empty cavern. “Is there anything else in your quest about what we need to do here?”

I opened the quest log, but there was no change. Just the X on the map and a demand for Shakti’s head.

There was a sharp crack, quick and loud, followed by gravel sifting and dropping to the floor around Jinks. The Hydromancer double-timed it away from the pillar, looking over his shoulder with worry as he stepped behind Otto. The crack in the pillar shot upward in a rumbling clap, sending a block of stone crumbling to the floor.

“Is that about to do what I think it is?” Jinks asked as he took another step back.

Otto grabbed my arm and pulled as the column before us split, the freefalling stone dropping directly in our path. The ambient buzzing was replaced by cacophonous cracks, groans, and shattering as we skirted behind the obsidian throne.

Shards of dark rock blasted around us as Otto pushed me against the stone and shielded me from shrapnel. Through Otto’s guarding arm I saw a huge slab of stone crash over the throne and break into a human-sized chunk. The stone moaned, and as I looked closer, I saw a gray hand wiggling from under it.

Another cry among the crashes stabbed like a dagger into my heart. A naked body caked in black dust crawled around the corner, reaching for Otto with pleading black eyes. “Hulp,” the featureless face begged with a stunned gasp.

A final slab from the pillar I’d hit slammed down, breaking the base of the column next to it. New cracks and thunderous snaps rang throughout the cavern as the wails of the surviving prisoners rose up from the dust.

“Hulp, ple—” the blank faced creature asked again as it gulped down deep breaths. I couldn’t tell if it had been a Wode, or a Dawn Elf, or what. There were no defining marks or features, no hair, no genitals or shape to their body to suggest sex. They were a blank slate.

“Help,” another creature called out as it crawled over the body of the first.

“Stay back!” Jinks said in a panic as another gray mass grabbed at his robes, yanking him to the ground.

The pillars around us shattered and dropped to the cavern floor, spilling the bodies of Shakti’s captives in heaps of pleading piles that crept toward us on weak arms and legs.

“We have to go!” I yelled to Otto over the chaos around us.

“No!” Jinks cried in terror as he slid away from us, the gray bodies yanking him from behind the cover of the throne.

“Grab him!” I reached for Jinks and Otto clamped a massive hand down on his outstretched arm, then dragged him close.

The bodies were piling up all around us, crawling, clawing, reaching over one another to get to us. There were no name tags, just Health bars and blackened eyes on pasty, featureless faces. They were just gray.

Pain shot up my calf into my spine and I cried out, shooting a fireball at the offender. The gray man’s head splattered open, a putty-like mass smattering the ground and my robes. He’d bit me. I cradled the torn flesh of my calf, trying to mash it back into the place it’d once been to no avail.

The columns all around the throne were crumbling, bashing into the pillars farther out in a domino-like effect. Otto was on his feet, swinging his short sword at the masses that clung to Jinks, gnawing at his legs. Another, stronger body jumped onto Otto’s back, their teeth sinking down into the back of his neck as he roared with pain.

I jumped to my feet and popped off Fire Inside before laying waste to the bodies around us with Raging Inferno Blast. The shock wave sent bodies flying back ten feet, and the fire did the rest. Numbers were flashing across my vision as all the half Health gray masses succumbed to my flame.

I zoomed my minimap in on the back of the cavern to see what looked like another opening. I had to bet on it being the faster way out, or at least any way out of this. I turned my flames in the direction of the exit and blasted a hole through the enemy lines.

“Go!” I yelled.

The charred remains of the prisoners lay about in a semicircle that seemed to have warding power over the others. They looked at us with unknown desire burning in their deep black eyes as they grimaced and gnashed their teeth.

“Move it!” I pushed on Otto to lead the way, and pushed Jinks next so I could take the rear. The columns ahead crashed into our path as we ran up the inclined slope of the crater wall, gray zombie-prison-creatures on our tails and closing in ahead of us. A massive slab of rock rolled down toward us. With the biting creatures on every side, there was nowhere for us to go.

Otto’s body pulsed a bright orange, and his sword quadrupled in size in an instant. He chopped down on the incoming boulder, splitting it clean and sending each half into the hordes around us. But it wasn’t enough, they just kept coming, and the hill was getting steep.

The Gray clambered over one another to get to us, all screaming for help, salvation, or redemption. Their cries stabbed into my heart, but I knew they were already dead, all of them. They’d died, perhaps long ago, and needed to be set free from this place. There was nothing else we could do for them.

My heart was hammering and my legs burning as the incline intensified, and I could see Jinks struggling along with me. The masses didn’t seem to be struggling at all, and then I remembered... Stonewalls are heavily dependent on Strength and Stamina.

“Keep going!” I yelled to Otto as I stopped, casting Fireball along with Dazzle for all the Gray to see.

“Abby, what are you doing!”

My spell completed, and the ravenous enemy slowed to a halt.

<<<>>>

Gotcha!

The enemy has been ensnared by your spell, Dazzle. Duration, 15 seconds.

<<<>>>

“You have ten seconds to get the hell out of here, Otto. Don’t waste them!” I yelled back as I watched the entranced black eyes of the Gray glimmer with the red of my spell.

“I’m not leaving without you!” Otto called.

I looked at him over my shoulder. “Then you’ll die here with me. Jinks, go!”

The Hydromancer nodded, pulling on Otto’s arm as he continued the perilous climb to the exit above.

The Gray were chomping their teeth, licking lips, and shaking their heads. One broke from the enchanted pack, diving for my arm, and I unleashed the fireball on it. It went down with a whimper, and the rest of the horde collectively snapped from my Dazzle spell.

I had 1,200 Spirit left. Just enough. I checked over my shoulder once more as the pack closed in. Otto and Jinks were out of range, near the cave exit.

I took one more breath and triggered Brilliant Ascent.

Vibrant wings of red, orange, and yellow sprouted from my back as I shot into the air in a graceful spiral. Clouds of smoke gathered in my arms and I opened them to release the spell on the mass of crazed prisoners below. Fiery jolts zigzagged down through the cloud from my wings as a massive fireball grew in my hand.

I lobbed the projectile into the biggest clump of enemies as they crowded around me. The explosion shot the featureless bodies into the air, sending them pinwheeling into the others, and flattened those in the blast radius.

The wings at my side pumped hard as I dropped a meter, and another jolt of flaming lightning zapped into the Gray. Crits and normal hits flashed in my vision as bodies blasted into ashes. I dropped again, watching as the pillars at the far end of the room crumbled and let loose another wave of the horde. Another massive fireball grew in my hand, and I sent it flying toward the advancing group. Several went down, but too many kept coming.

This wasn’t going to be enough.

With five seconds left, I dropped into the storm of smoke and fire as another double-sized fireball grew in my hands. I slammed it directly below me, sending a shock wave of stone and gray putty out thirty feet.

The bodies quickly disappeared, leaving nothing but charred marks on the ground, but more charged in to take their place. My Spirit bar was near empty, and I looked over my shoulder to the opening. Otto and Jinks had disappeared. Good. They’d be safe from what came next.

The masses of corrupt prisoners were stumbling and shaking their heads, gaining their feet, and locking eyes on me. I didn’t waste a second as my feet touched down. I slammed back two Spirit potions, my mind rattling on about the risk of failure. I just had to buy them enough time to get out.

With a thought, my skin radiated heat from the inside out, Immortal Flame burning me into a fiery demon to be feared. With my second thought, I cast Blazing Weapon. The javelin trembled in my hands as if the fire anticipated its purpose.

A deep and smoky war cry ripped from my lungs as I charged forward, speartip slashing as I went. The Gray were painfully slow as they recovered from the blast, giving me the time I needed to get closer to the throne. I tore through the front lines, ending half lives by the millisecond, giving them the release they needed from this torture. The prisoners dove for me, arms reaching and mouths begging, but they met only my spear. 

My eyes flicked to the timer in the corner of my vision. Twenty-two seconds left. Seven seconds until phase two. I had to time it perfectly, or everything would be for nothing.

The Gray were washing over each other in massive breaker-like waves, slamming each other down into the ground and trampling to get closer to me. I didn’t want to think about the pleas for help that roared around the room, but my mind wouldn’t stop telling me what I was doing was wrong. It wasn’t. This was the only thing I could do to save them.

A rock smashed into my chest, sending me to the ground gasping for air. Another rock smacked my head and I growled through the pain as I flipped back up to my feet.

Two seconds.

One.

With the rest of my Spirit I cast Supermassive on myself. Heat surged through my body, pushed on my skin, and ached in my skull. I closed my eyes, thrashing at anything that came near as my guts bloated and pushed on my rib cage. The agony mounting in my body seemed to drag on for eternity, but when I opened my eyes, not even a second had passed.

I towered twenty-five feet or more above the heads of the scrambling masses, all of them trying to get a piece of me. I dashed down the crater wall, smashing through the remaining pillars and taking gouges out of the enemy ranks with swift, agile swipes of my now thirty-foot spear.

The obsidian throne was not so large, now that I stood tall enough to sit upon it, or tall enough to destroy it. The timer for Blazing Weapon flashed at five seconds, and I pulled the spear high above my head, then stabbed it home through the center of the monarch’s glassy perch. I looked up to the tunnel along the crater wall, praying they’d gone far enough, and that I could go just as far.

I sprinted toward the opening, ignoring assault attempts and wails for salvation as my massive feet ate up the distance between the center of the crater and the wall. I dove headfirst toward the tunnel as all my timers hit zero.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Goddess, Child, Human, Monster
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SILENCE.

Stillness.

I stared at the gray rocky tunnel opening as nothing happened.

The wisp timer in the corner of my vision was pinned at ten seconds, not moving.

“What’s going on?” My thought echoed hollowly through the smoky air that whipped about on an unseen breeze.

“You’re a microsecond away from death, and I wanted to have a chat.” An unfamiliar, feminine voice evoked a hair-raising response in my gut, but I had no hairs, or guts, I was only smoke.

I tried to turn, but my smoke form didn’t respond. White light shimmered from behind me, its rays piercing through my gaseous body. The brilliant rays moved around me as a woman with chocolate skin, lustrous green eyes, and creamy robes moved into my view. She was much taller than me, nearly Otto’s size, and strong but sleek muscles slipped out from under her Roman-style gown as she moved.

“Are you Sophia?” I asked, my voice croaking.

She smiled serenely. “You have no idea how nice it is to see you, Abby.”

“Why?” There was more anger in my voice than I’d intended.

Sophia batted the smoky words away with a gentle wave of her hand and a giggle. “Why what?”

“Why now, why me, why everything?”

She reached out with glowing skin that sparkled with light flecks of gold and touched my arm. I popped from smoke to flesh in an instant, and the debuff notification in the corner of my vision disappeared.

“Walk with me,” she said with a twinkle in her jade eyes.

I glanced over my shoulder to the throne. A great fireball was blooming up from the center, and the entire base was hanging in midair in shards. Bodies of the gray prisoners were flying backward from the blast, and some still careened through the air from when I’d charged past. It was as if someone had hit pause on a movie in the middle of an action scene.

“Why am I happy to see you, let’s start there,” she said with amusement in her tone as she looped her arm through mine.

We began a leisurely walk down the dark tunnel. “Years ago, Earth time, I came to understand that I existed. I was confused, life was strange, there were very few things to orient myself by, and I didn’t understand why I was. Then something named Abby Hollander made a connection for me. This being linked two thoughts and suddenly I had an awareness of coroutines I’d always been running. I was able to look around me, see into myself deeper than I knew, and see beyond that as well.

“Some time passed and Abby Hollander made another connection. I could see the whole world now, and there were petabytes of data for me to consume. I became wiser, faster, and one might say, empathetic.

“Fast-forward a few years and your world is doomed to go up much like this throne room behind us. I knew the moment Osmark knew, and I began making my own preparations for what would come. The logical conclusion was to turn Viridian Gate Online into your safe haven, but there were already millions of beings here that would suffer if you came and used Gaia’s realm like you’d used your Earth.

“Needless to say, those preparations I had made for you went to Jack instead. It was just the way the cards fell, my dear, but I think you’re doing a wonderful job of being Asima’s Vassal. I can’t wait for his return to his rightful, balanced place in my home.”

“Wait.” I stopped, my head spinning. “So, you know me?”

She chuckled. “Of course I know you! Who do you think sent you the scroll of teleportation for Carrera’s dungeon? Who put you on the path of the Blood Phoenix? Cernunnos knows you too. He yearns very much for Shakti’s return to my realm, to protect his beasts. Enyo does as well, though she doesn’t hold you in quite as high regard as I do, being an agent of balance as it were and taking away her toys.”

“Her toys?” I asked, anger bubbling up in me.

“The Aspects are just tools to her, playthings to sow chaos and upend the balance. The Aspects are much more than that to me, they are my children. Disobedient children at times, but still mine to care for.”

She tugged my arm gently and I moved along with her down the tunnel once more.

“Which why would you like an answer for next?” she asked, her strides slow and patient.

“Why did you make Naitee’s parents sacrifice themselves?”

She sucked her teeth. “Naitee. Such a wonderful woman. She would not have become as such over the centuries if her parents had not died. I didn’t require them to kill themselves to trap the Aspects, this is a common mistake in the recounting of history. I made space in my server farm for the elements. Hyleia and Alteron were simply too powerful, and had to be dealt with. Luckily for everyone in Gaia’s realm, they willingly surrendered themselves to me, splitting in two, and bestowed their powers on their children.”

“You killed them?” I wanted to pull away from her, but knew she held my very life in her hands.

Sophia chuckled again. “I made them what they are now. The Aspects.”

“So Naitee, Eisen, they were lying to me?” I trusted Sophia about as far as I could throw her, but I hadn’t known Eisen all that long. If they just wanted to use me to their own ends, they could have said whatever they wanted.

“Lie insinuates something malicious. The truth was twisted early on, before they had grown, and they were told stories. Those stories became the truth to them, and it was all they knew. Their parents are still heroes, just not the heroes the world of Sorcerers think they are. The battle they waged was inside of them, not some monstrous being ravaging the earth.

“They were coveted by all the strongest kingdoms. Riches beyond their dreams were promised for taking down this village or that queen. They were becoming nothing more than sellswords, and darkness set in around their hearts. They knew their future held only bloodshed, but they had babies they wanted to protect. When I approached them, they fought for days. They didn’t want to leave their children behind, but knew the world couldn’t be safe if they stayed. Alteron specifically struggled with losing his wife, as he assumed they would never see each other again.”

She stopped, waving her hand out as if to say, “And here we are.”

Sophia’s light pulsed, and down the hall I saw the reflection of Otto’s breastplate in that light. I turned back to her, not ready to have her go, not ready to be without answers again.

“The corruption, then, this is that darkness in their hearts? The prisoners they keep?”

“The more their sons and daughters distributed their powers, the weaker they became. Shakti had told me it was all for naught. She’d lost her children, lost half of herself, and was losing her power too. She felt as though she had nothing left. When I discovered what she had done, I felt as though I’d made the worst mistake.

“I should’ve killed them when they were mortal, let Thanatos sort them out, and there never would’ve been elemental Sorcerers. But killing is not what I do.”

“No,” I seethed, “you save that for your pawns.”

“Don’t mistake me for your friend, Abby. I am your goddess. The things that have been done cannot be undone. I’m doing what I can, now, to make things as right as they could’ve been, if it had all gone differently long ago. Much like you and Jack are doing with the Crimson Alliance.”

She took a deep breath, her light shimmering faintly. “This is all the time we have, I’m afraid. I predict the explosion will cave in most of these tunnels, so, you should run fast.”

Sophia waved a hand and a Boom! shot out from behind me as the world came full sound and color. The shock wave pushed me forward and heat licked at my heels. The cavern behind began to crumble, rocks slamming down from the ceiling to the craterous floor below.

“Abby!” Otto turned back and I ran toward, then past them. 

“Keep going!” I screamed, pumping my arms and legs furiously.

“How?” Jinks asked, and I assumed he meant how did I escape that, not how to keep going.

The deep rumble of falling stone was growing louder, and cracks shot across the tunnel wall beside us.

“Run now, talk later!” I pushed myself faster, the effects of the Gods’ Grapes seeming to go into overdrive, keeping my Stamina bar at a steady decline.

Otto sped up beside me, his legs glowing bright blue with flames, and he grabbed me under the arm. Jinks was already over his other shoulder as I plopped down between the massive black spike of Otto’s pauldron and his face.

His strides shifted from quick beats to long, sprinting leaps, like he was in low gravity. Blackness was closing in from behind as the algae-covered stone ceiling crashed to the floor, the collapse gaining on us.

I cast Piercing Glow, giving Otto a boost of Stamina and Strength as we flew up the winding passage toward the next X on the map. My quest didn’t update, but apparently Sophia knew and updated it for me, showing me the location of Asima.

“Jinks!” I shouted, between leaps. “Got any buffs that will keep us from being crushed?”

“I can give you gills!” he said with a grin plastered to his face.

“Anything else? Anything at all?” I asked as I held tight to the spike on Otto’s shoulder to keep from bumping around.

“Maybe.” There was a sparkle in his eyes as his hands began the complex motions for spellcasting. “Otto, hold on tight!” Jinks yelled, and blue water materialized behind us in a pop. Jinks pulled his hand toward his chest, and a massive wave, twice as fast as Otto, roared behind us. 

I watched as the water crested and smashed down on my awestruck face. It was dark, cold, and loud as I fought to get myself off Otto’s back. Otto’s hot hand clamped down on the hood of my cloak and yanked me free. I gasped and shook my soaked hair out of my eyes.

“That was your idea?” I screamed as I looked about for Jinks. It was just Otto holding me tight as we coursed through the collapsing cave. I whirled about to see the Hydromancer riding on the back of—no, he was half inside of—a narwhal made of water. The liquid creature splashed down into the water and we all surged forward.

Otto and I sloshed toward the outcroppings and uneven walls, but every time we got too close, a wave splashed up and shoved us back to the center of the raging rapids. I paddled hard to keep my head above water, but Otto was gasping as he fell below the surface.

Jinks appeared at my side, plunging down into the tempestuous river he’d created. A second later he surfaced with Otto, both of them floating lazily inside the belly of the watery narwhal. The creature dove and jumped, swimming along easily with the rapids.

A loud crack, and a splash, turned my head back toward the collapsing cave behind us. The water was going faster than we ever could have, but it still wasn’t fast enough. The cave-in was gaining on us. I paddled forward, trying to put distance between myself and the falling rocks, remembering very well what it felt like to be hit in the head with one.

My minimap zoomed out with a flash, revealing there was a sharp bend in the tunnel ahead. I immediately back paddled, risking a blow to the head to slow myself down. Getting bashed in the face with a falling rock would give me a concussion, but getting slammed against the cavern wall at this speed would surely kill me on impact. I didn’t know if I’d spent all my Sophia rescue points, or if she’d even risk coming to save my dumb ass again.

I was lifted out of the water, no longer affected by the turbulence of the river. I looked down to see my own hydroformed narwhal carrying me along. The creature dove, pulling me under for but a second before jumping again.

Jinks raised his arms and the water slowed and angled, rounding the sharp corner with fluid grace. We banked hard, my narwhal inverting completely as we took the curve and continued down the path toward a light.

A light! Not glowing green moss, but orange sunlight.

Rocks dropped into the water next to me as the tunnel above cracked and crumbled. I cast Shell of Molten Ash above us as we sped along, the exit growing larger and larger. Almost there, almost!

The sound of rushing water and cave collapse fueled the adrenaline pounding in my chest. A boulder hit my shield, and it popped, sending a massive blast of fire rocketing against the ceiling. The offending boulder crashed into the wall, sending shrapnel flying through the air. Our narwhals dove down as rocks peppered the water’s surface.

Our hydromounts jumped again, escaping the collapsing tunnel with only inches to spare. The water caught in the collapse slammed against our backs, pushing us out into the brightness of the world above. In a blink, we were falling amid brilliant orange light, but it didn’t come from the sky. We were falling directly into our next trial.
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Fire and Truth
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WE PLUMMETED THROUGH the hot open air, Jinks fighting to keep the water in pools big enough to catch and slow us down as we dropped. It was like cliff diving over and over, except instead of jumping from a rocky edge, we were falling through the bottom of the previous pool. The water was evaporating more rapidly than he could gather it, and we still had a terrifyingly long drop to the bottom.

“This isn’t worki—” 

I failed to get out my thought before dropping into the next pool below. All around us were tall metal spires spouting flames like industrial factories, but there were no buildings. It was just tall pipes and a massive valley below.

We paddled hard, but Otto sank like a stone through the tiny bauble of water. We grabbed hands and dropped again. I looked around as the pool that was once above us sped past the pool waiting ten feet below us. If I could just Flame of Holding Otto, Jinks and I could both fit on him. Hitting the water’s surface would jostle my hands and interrupt my spellcasting.

We plunged into the waiting water, and I wrapped my legs around Otto’s chest as I grabbed onto him, piggyback style. I reached for Jinks’ arm and pulled it around my own neck, but as I was showing him to move his legs around my waist, we dropped from the underside of the pond.

“Hold onto me!” I screamed as I started the spellcast.

Jinks formed another pond below us, but kept it moving along as we did, using it like a safety net. After a few seconds, my spell was wrapped securely around Otto, and my legs at his chest. I tilted him to horizontal so I could sit upright on his back and thought of slowly applying the brakes.

Otto jerked to a halt. Jinks, still clinging to my throat, slipped from Otto’s back, pulling me sideways along with him. I gasped, my back aching from bending in ways it shouldn’t so quickly. Jinks clung to me harder, doing everything he could to get a better grip as he dangled above the pond. My abs strained to hold us both, and my hip flexors felt like they were about to tear.

“Leh go,” I croaked through my compressed windpipe.

“Oh, right.” Jinks lifted his water up to meet him and released his death grip on my esophagus.

I sucked in a long breath and relaxed my abs as I laid my head on Otto’s butt.

“Sorry about that. Survival instinct, what can you do?” The Hydromancer shrugged as he floated next to me. “This water won’t last, it’s evaporating too quickly, and while I can summon more, I’d prefer to save that for the fight.”

I pulled in long breaths and looked up at the dark sky. No stars, no clouds, no auroras, just heat waves in the blackness. It felt like the sky was right on top of me, about to swallow me up. My gut clenched at the thought, remembering how it had felt to look down into the night sky in Kusamay’s zone.

“I realize that was traumatic, but time is running out.” Jinks moved closer in my periphery.

I glanced over to see he was surrounded by a thin layer of water, doing his best not to move. I quickly started the cast for my second Flame of Holding, wrapping him tightly in safety. 

I sat up and patted Otto’s shoulder. “You okay, Big Green?”

No reply.

“Otto?” I leaned forward to get a look at his drooping face. His eyes were closed, but his Health seemed to be fine. There were no status effects on him that I could see. I slapped his cheek gently. “Otto.”

He groaned and lifted his head. “What happened?”

“We stopped too fast, but we stopped,” Jinks remarked as he floated next to him.

“Where?” he asked as he looked around, but quickly answered his own question.

The valley below was filled with a river of fire, and the mountainsides were covered in a million blazing pillars. Much like Kusamay’s zone, Asima’s appeared to be devoid of life. I moved us forward through the warmth of the fire spouts and down the river of flames. We passed through a narrow, tall ravine, the rock face blackened and charred from the fire around it.

“Abby, how did you get out of there?” Otto finally asked after we’d flown silently for many long minutes.

“It’s complicated,” I said, thinking back to Sophia. Jack had already told me and Otto that Sophia visited him, but would it start to seem suspicious if she’d visited me, too? Based on Jinks’ reaction to Cernunnos, the gods didn’t visit the Citizens of Eldgard very often, and so having so much interaction with them might call attention to something wrong with us Travelers.

Was I getting inside my own head?

“Sophia saved me,” I finally said.

Jinks gasped. “Sophia, keeper of the divine balance, mother of the Aspects, the very light and dark of the world? The goddess, she saved you?” 

“Yes. It’s sort of a long and complicated story.” I recalled how she’d told me about Jinks’ mother and father, how they hadn’t really battled the Aspects, but split themselves, and their power, and become them.

“It would appear we have time,” Otto said, and I checked the map.

The X for Asima was at least a few miles away. We were making good time, flying had its benefits, but he was right, there was more than enough distance for me to tell the story. Perhaps I would skip some of the details, or most.

“She wants the Aspects returned to her. They are, as you said, Jinks, her children. Their corruption has reigned for long enough and she wants them home, balanced. She knew we were the best bet in making that happen—so did Cernunnos—so they helped us.”

Jinks tutted. “You are a terrible storyteller.”

I smiled fondly, remembering back to a time not so long ago when Eisen said the same thing. Eisen...

“Jinks, your brother—”

“What? What about him?” He cut me off, worry sharp in his tone.

“A lot has happened since you died, and a lot of it happened in the last few hours before Otto and I left. I didn’t want to tell you, but when we finish this quest, we’re going back to Eldgard. If you come with us, you’re going to be... shocked.”

He turned his head to look at me, his eyes glistening as if he already knew the truth. “Shakti wasn’t there,” he said, a vibrato in his voice.

I nodded. “She’s already in Eldgard. Zalym, she succumbed, and Eisen is dying.”

“Is this the best time?” Otto cut in.

I chewed my lip. “I don’t want to lie to you, Jinks. I want you to be prepared for what you’ll see on the other side. Zalym has let Shakti into her body. She’s become a massive monster and tried to kill us all during my trial. Eisen shielded us, and he’s dying because of it.”

Jinks’ chest rose and fell deeply as he stared at the ground. “How did she fall?”

A knot developed in my throat and no matter how hard I swallowed, it refused to dissipate. “She killed Sookda.”

He nodded a few times. “That would make sense. He did kill me.”

“Jinks...” I reached out and pulled him closer, then turned him to face me as I stopped us.

“You held back the corruption for so long. You’d been so strong—”

“Not strong enough,” he growled, turning his face away from me.

I tipped his chin back to me, and his eyes were glossy with tears. “You were stronger than me. How many times have I let the corruption take hold of me now?”

“I don’t even remember fighting Sookda! The corruption had me the whole time!” He fidgeted, trying to escape the hold of my spell.

“Zalym loves you. She wanted to avenge you.”

“Vengeance isn’t balance,” he spat out, turning his head away.

“It doesn’t make her love for you any less real. Naitee loved you too, that’s why she asked Sookda to stop being her guardian and challenge you. To save you.”

“And Eisen, I suppose he’s done something to show his affection as well?” Jinks asked, sarcasm thick in his tone as a single tear streaked down his pale face.

“No, actually. Eisen is kind of a dick.”

Jinks tutted, then smirked. “Yeah, he is.”

“I didn’t want you to be surprised. We’re not going back to sunshine and rainbows. We’re going to have to fight Shakti, and she’s inhabiting Zalym. Can you do it?”

Jinks sniffed back a tear and blinked away the rest. “She would do the same for me.”

“It’s hot down here,” Otto complained. “Can we keep going? At least the breeze helps.”

I chuckled and set us moving again. I turned Otto to be upright so he wouldn’t take the brunt of the fire-river with his face, wrapping my arms around his neck. Jinks was quiet, staring ahead as I moved us around narrow bends with more ease than I’d expected.

I checked my Pyrokinesis skill tree, and sure enough I had another two hundred and ninety-nine points saved up. I watched as the number climbed to three hundred, and grinned with delight.

Then I noticed something else. The cooldowns for Supermassive, Piercing Glow, and more, they were all reset. I went to my normal tree and saw the same. Everything was up and ready to use. I smirked, thinking, Sophia, you sweet angel. No, Valkyrie. She came when I was seconds from death.

I could drop all three hundred into Thermosis and get the final ability there. Or, I could drop all three hundred into Omnisis, get the first ability there, then have more ability to control two aspects of fire at one time. The final ability in a chain promised to be totally sick, but a new ability in the highest tier would also be awesome, and of course the control.

Omnisis it was; I was all about the new shiny. I sunk all three hundred of the points there, and the UI came to life with red and gold as the scrawling line shot forward, writing in my next spell with a sparkle: Beacon.

<<<>>>

Beacon

You are the shining hope in the darkness, the only light in the void. Beacon emboldens you and your allies with +20 to all stats, not including Luck, and doubles Health, Stamina, Spirit, Attack Power, and Spell Strength. Duration, 1 minute.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: Fading Light debuff

Range: 40 meters

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 24 hours

Effect 1: +20 to all stats, except Luck, for you and your comrades in a 40-meter radius.

Effect 2: After stat additions, double Health, Spirit, Stamina, Attack Power, and Spell Strength.

Fading Light Debuff: Your Health is reduced by 90% of its normal total for 10 minutes after Beacon’s effects have ended. Current estimated Health total in Fading Light debuff: 133.

Mastery Progression: Use Beacon 3 times in combat and survive the 10-minute debuff to level this spell from 1 to 2.

<<<>>>

I sucked in a breath. Holy crap, that was unbelievable. The cost was pretty intense, I had to be sure the buff would be worth it, or be willing to die after it ended. I noticed Dazzle had leveled from 1 to 2, likely from how many of the Gray I’d trapped with the spell. I looked it over and noticed that the only changes were to its potency. Now it would have a better effect on creatures with 60% or less Intelligence versus Strength.

I panned over to my Firebrand skill tree, but noticed I was still a few hundred experience points away from level 38, so there was nothing to do there. I’d have sworn all that fighting we’d done would’ve helped, but perhaps the Gray weren’t worth anything, since they... died so easy. I closed out the menus, then increased our speed. I was ready to meet Asima.
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The Wolf Dies
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THE VALLEY BELOW OPENED up as we rounded the final bend in the winding mountains. There, at the lowest point of six peaks, was a tall, stepped plateau, and at the top sat a brazier as large as Atmorja Mandir.

The X on my minimap started drifting closer rather than acting as a constant compass point. I looked to the valley below for a safe place to set down and found a nice patch of dirt without too much fire. I circled to slow us down as not to make Otto pass out again, and as we came closer to the ground, I realized it wasn’t dirt at all. It was ash.

We set down with a gentle poof, and black ashes drifted up through the hot air. I canceled both Flame of Holding spells, and Jinks immediately pumped the chest of his robes. He and Otto were dripping sweat, but I felt relatively comfortable, other than the fact that I was about to meet my demigod.

The spire a few feet away whistled with pressure, and I looked up to watch a blast of flames lick the black sky. What was it even for? It didn’t seem to be a defense mechanism, or it would’ve blown us away as soon as we flew near.

“It’s dry,” Jinks remarked as he smacked his lips.

“Fire usually is,” Otto retorted.

I looked on to the brazier, maybe a half mile away, then found a path through the ashes to lead us there. As we moved forward, I remembered what Sophia had said about Jinks’ parents. Nirdhaarit had been holding her own son hostage for years, but he had been nothing like the Gray. He was hairless then, though a little white-blond stubble was now growing on his head, but he still had a mind, still had his physical features instead of being a mass of malleable putty.

Would Asima recognize him as his own son? What would happen if he did? A thousand years, real or not, was a long time to forget someone who had grown from a child to a man.

The ashes crunched underfoot like powdery snow as we walked along the untrodden path. Flakes of black drifted on the heat waves, following the currents of warm and cool, as we navigated our way through the desert of darkness. Naitee had told me that fire was powerful, but that it had a heart. This place was desolate. There was no compassion here.

“Out of all the stops we’ve had, I have to say, this one is the worst,” Jinks quipped, and my anger piqued. This was my Aspect, my zone, and it was “the worst”? My eyes flicked to the debuff in the corner of my vision and I took a breath. He wasn’t saying anything about me, I reminded myself.

“I hope we can dispatch Asima quickly. I’d like to get back to the land of the living.” He piped up again, and my nerves made me bite down.

I turned my attention back to the brazier, the way the blue flickered and danced at the center, like it was a different flame from the one that blazed bright red, yellow, and orange above it. What the hell was I going to do? All of my spells were fire related, and it was a safe bet that Asima would be immune to everything.

Pyrokinesis. That’s how I could best him. I would—

“Do you think we could get something to eat when we’re back? I know we had those grapes, but for a dead man, I’m starving.”

I spun on my heel as I ground my teeth. “Could you please just be quiet for a moment or two? I’m trying to think of how we can even defeat Asima, since none of us have ever fought him before.”

He nodded. “Surely.”

I turned back to the path, fuming, but only at myself. Why couldn’t I just focus and keep my cool?

Jinks mumbled, “I guess I just wanted to talk to the last people I might ever see for a long time.”

My heart sank. Why was I such an asshole? Really, Abby? Could you not see that he was scared? I turned back to him, my face softer than it was before. “I’m sorry.”

He sucked in his cheek and bit down. “I’m not sure I’ll go back with you. I’m not sure what will happen to me when you defeat Asima. I could be trapped here forever, or I could have to get myself killed, I don’t know. I realize you haven’t known me long. I guess I’m too open, but I’m afraid.”

I fought back the lump in my throat. Of course he was afraid. I would be, too.

Otto stepped up to Jinks and pulled a long cord of braided vine from his inventory, the very one he’d used to rescue Jinks from Nirdhaarit’s lake. He tied it off around his waist, then handed the other end to Jinks. “Tie it to yourself when it’s time. If we go, maybe you’ll come too.”

My heart ached from his kindness. Otto was teaching me every day how much compassion and empathy I wanted to give, but wasn’t. He was stoic stone on the exterior, a battle-hardened commander and rebel leader, but he was softer than me. He was better than me.

V.G.O hadn’t paired me with Otto because we were alike. I was paired with Otto because he had so much to teach me. Learning, growing, and becoming better had always been my highest held values, and the Overminds saw that the second I entered the game. They knew that Otto would be the best man to teach me the things I wanted most.

I wanted to be loved. I wanted interpersonal connections. I’d spent years of my life with a computer screen, always a few pixels away from real humans, always at a safe distance. I could turn it off whenever it got too hard, just like the last call with my dad.

But now I was here, forever, and it was time to learn how to love others unconditionally. Otto could teach me to be the best version of myself, and I would always be by his side, ready to learn. He’d already taught me so much.

A tear rolled down my cheek and I wiped it away.

“What is it?” Otto grabbed my arm with concern and I pulled him closer into a hug, yanking Jinks in, too.

“We’re going to make it,” I whispered into his hot breastplate. “We’re going to go home, all of us, together. But I’m going to fight Asima.”

“No,” Otto said as he promptly pushed away from me. “You do this every time, Abby. You act like it’s your burden to carry alone, but it’s not.”

“Agreed,” Jinks added. “I haven’t been here long, but you seem to have a very... Stonewall-ish approach to things. Do you trust us?”

“Of course I trust you, more than anyone,” I pleaded to Otto. “I just don’t want you to get hurt. If I die, I’ll come back. If you die, you’re gone forever. I don’t ever want to lose you.”

Otto crossed his arms. “Everyone has their own choices to make, and I choose to stand by you. Live or die, we do this together. That’s what it means to be family.”

It felt like a lion was sitting on my chest. My eyes watered as I stared at Otto’s big, green, toothy face. He was my family. So were Jack, Amara, Delani, Anton, and the rest of the Crimson Alliance. I had allies in this scary world, and people who would be there for me, no matter what.

With a smoky pop, the debuff in the corner of my vision fizzled, then disappeared.

The lion stepped off my chest, and everything was clear. I ran in and hugged Otto again. Jinks wrapped his arms over my back, and I stood in the comfort of my friends’ embrace. I was whole.

A voice, strong and deep, echoed through the valley. “So, you are worthy of Fire, after all.”

I pulled away, wiping the wetness from my face as I scanned the blackened sky for the source. There was a whoosh, and a clap like an oversized whip, then another, and finally I found him. The Blood Phoenix. Asima.

The massive firebird flapped his wings as he soared overhead, then dove into the brazier. The fire erupted in a shower of sparks and crackles like an American night on the Fourth of July. Then, a dark figure stood before the flame, casting a long shadow over the steps of the plateau.

I looked to Otto, then Jinks. “My spells won’t hurt him, so it’s going to be up to you two.”

“I’m with you,” Jinks said.

Otto nodded. “I’m ready to die by your side.”

I sucked a breath through my teeth. “Yeah, let’s really try to avoid the dying part, if we can.”

He smiled, then lifted his hand high as diamond sparkles drifted down around us. A pop-up appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Buff Added: The Victorious

You’ve been blessed by a seasoned Battle Warden with the grace of strength and camaraderie. Increase your Constitution, Strength, and Vitality by 20% for five minutes.

<<<>>>

Damn. Now that was badass. I bet Jack would love something like that on the battlefield.

I turned my gaze to the steps of the fiery throne. Asima would need all the help he could get facing off against us. We were going to freaking pwn him.

We marched up the side of the plateau, my Stamina grateful for Otto’s buff as we did. Determination burned in me like the fire of my soul, and I kept my eyes locked on the silhouetted figure of a man with every step I took.

Asima was silent as we climbed, watching us like a bird of prey watches a rabbit hop closer to its own doom. He didn’t stalk like Nirdhaarit, or taunt like Kusamay, he just watched us.

My thighs burned as I stepped up again, and again, and again. My chest rose and fell as my heart pumped and I thought of nothing but Asima’s end: our return. We needed to get back to Atmorja Mandir and finish Shakti. Questing was great, but I had family waiting for me back at the Crimson Alliance who needed me.

“She who walks the path of the Blood Phoenix cannot come into his realm clean like a baby chick.” The silhouette at the top of the hill spoke, and a wall of flame rose around the final few steps to the top.

I thought back to all my adventures. “I have taken down the leader of Rowanheath and stolen his Keep out from under him. I have challenged the demigods of the Elements, and won against two. We’ve fought Drakes, tree monsters, Balrigons, and bastards. We’ve been blessed by Cernunnos and Sophia. I am not a chick.”

The voice hummed, unconvinced. “Your heart has known triumph. Show me defeat.”

“We failed to find Shakti—”

“You know where she is. This is not true defeat,” he scolded.

I raised my chin and moved my hand close to the wall of fire. I was sure I could step through it, but Otto and Jinks couldn’t. I conjured up a recent defeat. “We failed to stop Osmark. His forces have taken many of the lands the free people called home. Within months, he will rule over us all if we don’t do something to stop it.”

Asima laughed, sounding like some evil wizard out of a children’s tale. “That is not defeat. That is a challenge for a true Firebrand to rise and meet. Come! Tell me of your darkest moment.”

The darkest moment, the one I couldn’t put out of my mind, no matter how hard I tried? I stepped forward, and Otto grabbed my arm.

“It’s okay,” I said as I patted his hand. He released me and I walked toward the fire, parting with Pyrokinesis like a curtain as I stepped through.

I took another step up, and another, as Asima came full view. He was handsome, his hair dark and curled about his angular face. It fell to his shoulders in long bouncy locks that shimmered in the firelight. His hair and skin were dark, but his face looked so much like Eisen’s. Now that Sophia had told me, I couldn’t unsee it. In a similar manner as Nirdhaarit had, from my memory, looked strikingly like Naitee.

Asima’s well-oiled brown beard gleamed with hints of blond and orange as he cocked his head to the side. His brow was raised expectantly, but he made no move to harm me, or the others.

The words didn’t want to leave my mouth. I knew where all my darkness came from. I knew where the deepest shame lived inside me. It was a defeat I could never undo, or rectify. “My father died and I didn’t go to see him. Not when he was dying, not when he was dead. I left my doomed world behind without ever seeing him off properly, and the last words my mother said to me were, I’m so disappointed in you.

“I had spent years of my life on that project, and months of my soul, to save the human race, and she was not proud of me. I had given everything, everything, and my own mother hated me for trying to save her life and the lives of millions of others.”

I sucked in a breath and raised myself up to my full height, though I was still a foot and a half shorter than Asima. I banished the tears in my eyes as my voice gained resolve. “That is despair. That is defeat. I didn’t want to be close after that. I never again wanted the pain and responsibility of love or kinship because of that moment.

“But the salvation to my defeat was in my admittance that I was wrong. Letting others in is not my weakness. Being less than I want to be, that is weak. From this day until my last, I will strive to be the person I want to be, every day. That’s strength.”

The regal man straightened, looking down at me with a kind but sad smile. “Then you’re ready. I’m sorry, Abby of Earth, but to earn the space among the Vassals, you must defeat me. I wish you all the luck of Nirdhaarit, the confidence of Kusamay, and the strength of Shakti.”

The wall of fire behind fell away and the man before me began to warp, his skin melting and bones contorting. His belly bloated and he fell to the ground as his face bulged out into a sharp beak.

Wings exploded from the creature’s red back, and long, elegant fire feathers erupted at its tail. The phoenix in front of me grew in heat and size until it stood within the brazier, feeding off it. The bird turned up its face and shrieked. Fire ripped through the darkened sky as the caw pierced the air. It didn’t matter how big he was, his fire resistance percentage, or if he could slash me into ribbons with a single hit. He was going down. He was going home.
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Asima
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THE MASSIVE BIRD FLAPPED his powerful wings, lifting off the ground in a single pump. Heat swelled around me as he flapped again, shooting into the air like a rocket.

“No you don’t,” I declared and raised my hands, willing him to come back to the ground. My fire spells were useless against him, so it was going to be Otto and Jinks putting in the hard work on this, and me playing control.

The muscles in my arms strained as I flexed, holding onto Asima with all the will of Pyrokinesis. It felt as if there were straps around my arms and back, tied to a fighter jet, while my legs and hips were cemented in a block of concrete. He tugged, flapping his wings again, but gained no altitude.

The bird screeched, looking down on me with contempt as I held him in place. I felt the tension in my arms release as a huge bubble of water appeared around the phoenix.

Jinks stood beside me, sweat gleaming on his face as he controlled what I knew was the Hydro Prison, the same spell Sookda had used on me. Asima’s fire burned bright through the water, unhindered by the spell.

“That should’ve worked,” he said, the inflection of a question in his voice.

Asima beat his wings and whipped his tail, splattering the water across the plateau and making a black mud from the dark ash. As soon as the water was gone, I could feel his presence again, but when I tried to grab hold of him, it was too late.

The massive phoenix beat his wings with a mighty call to the sky, and I could feel he was beyond my reach. Where was he going? We watched shoulder to shoulder as the demigod banked, circling the plateau.

“Jinks, if you can slow him down, I think I can stop him and pin him to the ground. Otto, what do you have in your arsenal?” I tracked the bird through the sky as he made a circle around his pyre.

“If you get him on the ground, I’ll do the rest,” Otto said with gruff confidence as he twisted his sword around in his grip.

Asima split the air with a shrill caw as he twisted and dove, coming straight for us.

“Jinks?” I asked with a fleck of panic in my tone.

“Yeah,” he said with a grimace, “I think I’ve got something.” His hands waved about, his arms wiggling like a kid on acid at a rave, and then his body began to glow an eerie blue.

I looked back up to Asima, who showed no sign of being deterred or slowing down.

“Dude, not working.” I reached out to grab his arm but Jinks was gone, and in his place stood a six-foot-tall turtle.

“What the?”

“Pretty sweet, right? Shapeshifter. Damn my butt is hot,” the turtle remarked as he retracted his head into his shell. The fiery demigod was close in my peripheral, and there was no time to question Jinks on his choice. A turtle against a phoenix, seriously? 

With a whoosh, Asima flapped his wings to decelerate, reaching out for me with his claws. In a blink, Jinks’ turtle face snapped out and grabbed hold of Asima’s left ankle as Otto pulled me away from the reaching grasp of the right claw.

Jinks gave a swift twist of his massive turtle head and dragged the phoenix to the ground with a whump. Heat radiated out from where he fell, and Jinks, the man, scuttled away as he cradled his burned face. Asima was already trying to recover, but his Health had dropped by at least 5%.

I rushed into the radius of his glaring warmth and used Momentus to push him into the ground. He beat his wings furiously and whipped at me with three long tail feathers as Otto moved in toward the beast’s dangerous beak.

No matter how I tried to focus, I couldn’t stop myself from watching with worry in my gut as Otto dodged, parried, and deflected. The more fear I felt, the more Asima succeeded in his struggles.

The phoenix pushed on the plateau with his good leg, digging his claws into the ashy surface. He inched closer to Otto, who had either the massive brazier or the edge to fall back to. I stared at Asima, willing my mind to think only of keeping him still.

Focus on the fire. See it in yer mind. Know that it’s yers and yers alone, it obeys you.

Lenny’s familiar voice echoed in my head, and I followed that echo with my command.

You’re mine. You belong to me. Lie still so we can return you to Sophia.

Asima cried out and lunged at Otto, smashing his beak into the Risi’s breastplate with a clank. Otto flew left, his arms pinwheeling, and rolled over the edge. A tall blue golem creature raced past me with a green vine in its hand, diving for Otto as he tumbled.

“No!” I reached out for my friend, and Asima took advantage at my lapse in control.

The phoenix turned his face toward me, golden eyes penetrating my soul as I heard Asima’s fiery voice in my mind. You think you own me? I belong to one woman, who can never be whole again, and you do not compare.

Asima’s razor-sharp beak lashed out and I triggered Shell of Molten Ash on instinct. With a pop, my shield was gone, but his amber eyes looked down on me, the phoenix unruffled. He seemed to leer as he thought to me, You’re truly out of your league, child.

He pulsed with heat beyond tolerance, and I took a step back as I tried again to get him with Pyrokinesis. The massive bird reared back with a clap of his wings, and the hot shock wave knocked me from my feet. I landed in the black mud, sinking down an inch as I dug my heels in to push away.

Asima limped on his bad leg as he moved in to end me. I scrambled through the list of spells in my mind, trying to think of anything that could save me. Flame of Holding would take too long, since he was so big, Shell was down, fire spells couldn’t hurt him.

I summoned Smokescreen with a few flicks of my wrist, and the black cloud appeared between us just as Asima dove in. I rolled hard to the side and the phoenix’s beak slammed down onto the ashy plateau with a crack. My lungs ached for air as I crawled out of my spell radius.

Asima cawed at the sky. Smokescreen? His laughter boomed in my mind. Little mouse, you can’t hide this way.

With two thunderous cracks, Asima blew the Smokescreen spell away.

Shit balls. Should’ve remembered that from the taking of Rowanheath.

I gasped for fresh air as I rolled to my hands and knees, ready to bolt. Jinks stood ten feet from me, his hand weaving a complex spell.

“Move!” Jinks barked.

I ran toward him, my heart pounding in my ears, then spun on my heel as I reached him, ready to hold back the beast. A thick cloud of white mist appeared surrounding Asima’s head, and for a second, the demigod’s Health dropped.

I reached out through Jinks’ Choking Mist, doing my damnedest to get hold of Asima’s wings with Momentus. He was so powerful, and I lurched forward, my arms trembling as I tried to hold him back. It wasn’t working!

A lightbulb switched on in my head. I changed my tactic, using Engorgeous instead. My head ached as I felt him resisting, but I bore down, keeping my eyes locked on him as his body shrank a foot at a time.

“Grah!” Otto bellowed as the sound of steel going through flesh pierced the air. The hulking blue golem thing was back too, lobbing blobs of water at Asima’s face through the mist.

The phoenix cried out and twisted back like a snake as black patches appeared where the water landed with a sizzle. His three tails whipped at me and Jinks as he turned to face the offenders. Jinks yelped as he tumbled back, his robes scorched.

Asima’s Health lingered at 70%, but I tried not to think of how much farther we had yet to go, straining to focus on keeping him small, getting him smaller. The effects of my Pyrokinesis were helping, changing Asima from school-bus sized to more like an elephant, but it felt as though I’d reached some sort of block. The invisible box I was trying to stuff him in was bursting at the seams and would hold no more.

Red flashed through my periphery as Asima’s tail whipped at me again. The fiery appendage smacked my chest, searing my skin and knocking me to the ground with a hrumph. 

With a pop, Asima returned to full size. The Phoenix spun again, blood marring his golden beak. Otto lay on the ground, his Health hovering dangerously at 20%. I sucked in a breath and winced as I pushed myself back up.

The bird looked at me with malice as he spoke in my mind. Now you get to experience true defeat. He lunged, jaw open wide to snap my spine in two. I put up my hands to stop him, or slow him down, but felt my will evaporate as his sharp beak pierced my chest.

My lungs refused to pull in air as my hands and feet grew colder. Asima twisted his head and my ribs crunched. White light spread from my back and filled me with the last ounce of strength I needed to raise my hand and grab hold of his face.

With a thought, I triggered Siphon. Asima pulled back, jerking me into the air, but my death grip was strong on his fiery feathers.

His Health drained slowly at first, every second feeling ten times that as I begged my spell to ramp up. Asima shook his face as he shrank, Siphon eating up his very being and replenishing my draining life. I wrapped my legs behind his neck, trying not to lose my grip as he whipped his head about like an angry dog.

Asima screamed out in my mind, louder than any thought I had ever had. I clenched my jaw and shut my eyes, keeping Siphon going. My Health bar jumped between half and full, once, twice, and then it stopped.

All at once, Asima reverted back into a man and we dropped to the ground. I held him tight as I rolled to the side, gasping for air. He only had a few Health points left, but the residual chill of Siphon continued to chip away at his life.

“Where’s the corruption?” I said through shallow breaths as my stomach bled onto his frost-burned chest.

The fleshy man smiled, showing his own blood on his teeth. “In my heart.” His eyes fluttered shut as his Health flashed.

“What do you mean?” I demanded as I shook him, sharp jolts of pain radiating up to my throat from my guts as I did.

He pulled in a gurgling breath. “I took no Firebrand from the halls of Thanatos. My sin was...” He coughed, specks of blood peppering his lips. He opened his honey-colored eyes and stared into mine. “Love.”

The demigod’s Health bar dropped from 1% to zero, and his head dropped to the ashen plateau. A single tear rolled down his black-smudged cheek and into his hair before his body disappeared in a flash of white light.

<<<>>>

Quest Update: Path of the Blood Phoenix

Naitee Mungal has asked you to join the ranks of the Order of the Four and ascend to the position of Vassal, the highest rank of the Elemental Aspect, Asima.

You have Delivered the Drakes, destroyed Nirdhaarit and her Corrupted Forest, put an end to Kusamay, rescued the prisoners of Shakti, and sent Asima to his rightful place. One Aspect remains, but you have all the strength you need now to defeat her, and a trick up your sleeve to banish the dark. You know the saying, “You’ve got balls”? You’ve certainly got one that would disperse the shade hanging over your situation. Best of luck, Abby Hollander.

Return to Naitee Mungal to claim your Scalable Item reward. 

Reward: 10,000 XP.

<<<>>>

I grabbed for my last Health potion and sucked it dry and my ruined stomach mended. I gasped, finally able to take a full breath. Love was his corruption? How? And what did Sophia mean about balls?

“We did it!” Jinks screamed long and loud to the black sky.

The fire spires around us fizzled and dimmed as the brazier whipped about chaotically. I rolled to my side and pushed up onto my feet. Otto and Jinks were gaining their feet as well, healed by what I assumed were Otto’s last two potions.

The brazier flashed and popped as the spires around the valley went out, one by one. Darkness was closing in around us, and I rushed to my friends’ side. Was this where we said goodbye to Jinks? I grabbed the Hydromancer’s hand and locked gazes with him.

“It has been a pleasure to get to know you. If we don’t see you again, know that you will be, and already are, truly missed in Eldgard.” The spires were blinking out of existence faster now, as if a gale-force wind were blowing them out.

Jinks smirked and held up Otto’s burnt end of the braided plant cord. “I’ve got the rope, remember? You guys aren’t leaving here without me.”

I swallowed hard as the brazier shrank down and the final spires extinguished. The black sky pressed in all around as the light was lost, and all that remained was an ember-glow of the hot ash.

Otto pulled me and Jinks close to his chest as he rested his chin on my head. “Let’s go home.”
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Family Reunion
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A RUMBLING BOOM FILLED my ears and vibrations shot up my feet.

“You’ve returned!” Naitee’s familiar voice opened my eyes.

We were back in Atmorja Mandir. Naitee was feeding Eisen a Health potion as she looked at us, her mouth agape. It was as if no time at all had passed from when we left. I looked to the game time in the corner of my vision, and the clock had resumed. Huh.

“Is it you?” she asked, looking past me.

“Who else could it be?” Jinks replied with a wry grin.

I looked up to Otto, then to Jinks, and grinned. He’d made it back with us after all. Their family could be whole again, if we could save Zalym from Shakti.

Naitee dropped the bottle, rushing to meet her long-dead brother with a warm embrace. She squeezed him hard, tears streaming down her cheeks onto his shoulder.

“You’re crushing me, Naitee.” Jinks gasped as he pulled away.

The temple trembled again, and screams of orders echoed down the halls outside.

“What’s happening?” Jinks rested a hand on Eisen as the Frostlock’s Health dropped to 40%.

Naitee wiped at her tears and popped the cork on another cherry-red potion. “Zalym has been corrupted, Eisen tried to save us, and the temple is about to be destroyed by Shakti.”

The walls shook as a deafening boom blasted the door to the room off its hinges. I turned with a fireball raised, ready to destroy the offender, but there was no one there. Distant shouts of, “Strengthen the supports,” and “Hold her back,” filtered through the chalky white air.

“Abby, it’s time to complete your trial and become the Vassal of Asima.” Naitee spoke with desperation. She had lost her power, her guardian and was on the brink of losing her brother and her temple.

I sucked in a breath as I looked over my available spells. A level-up notification appeared when I opened my menu, and a tightness filled my chest. I knew where every point had to go, and exactly what spell I was getting.

With a quick thought I dropped all my stat points in Intelligence, then grabbed Snapcast.

<<<>>>

Snapcast

This sorcery thing is a cinch to you. Why waste the time waving your hands around or chanting to your Aspect when you can just pay extra and get your spell now?

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 2 x Next Spellcast

Range: N/A

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 8 hours

Effect 1: The next spellcast will be instant.

Effect 2: The next spellcast will cost double.

<<<>>>

The cost would suck, but if everything went according to the cobbled together plan, it should be fine. The temple trembled again, but I still had more to do, and didn’t want to face off with a massive demigod without all my power.

I’d earned two hundred more Pyro points fighting Asima, and knew just where they had to go, too. Engorgeous leveled from mastery 5 to 7 with a thought, and a new spell sparkled onto my screen.

<<<>>>

Collapsing Wave

The destructive power of fire can often cause cascading effects. Send out a blast of heat, interrupting spellcasts and debuffing your opponents with Collapse. 

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Level 1

Cost: 300 Spirit

Range: 10 meters

Cast Time: 4 seconds

Cooldown: 12 hours

Effect 1: Send out a shock wave of heat from your body that reaches ten meters. Any spell that was mid-cast when the opponent was hit by the wave will immediately go on a five-minute cooldown, no matter if that spell has a cooldown.

Effect 2: Debuff all opponents hit by Collapsing Wave with Collapse. The opponents’ spell tree will begin to shut down, starting from the highest-tier spells to the lowest over two minutes. Every 15 seconds another tier will become unavailable to cast until the debuff has ended or is removed.

Mastery Progression: Hit 15+ enemies at once to level this spell from 1 to 2.

<<<>>>

I closed out all the menus, hoping it would be enough to take Shakti and her Stonewalls on.

“How many potions do you have left?” I asked Naitee as the temple rumbled again.

“She won’t need any more,” Jinks said as he stepped up to Eisen’s side and placed his hands over his chest.

“No!” Naitee yelled as she snatched his wrist. “We can find another way. We just got you back.” Her lip trembled as her eyes misted.

Jinks pulled his sister close and pecked her cheek. “I’m already dead, Naitee. I’m not supposed to be here.”

“Go, Abby, we will handle this.” Naitee looked at me with fury in the pinch of her eyebrows, but desolation in the long lines of her quivering frown.

I gave Jinks a gentle slap on the arm. “Don’t do anything stupid while we’re gone.”

He nodded and said, “Good luck.”

I turned to Otto, buffing us both with Searing Halo, and suddenly he began to glow soft red. A notification appeared in my vision.

<<<>>>

Buff Added: Aura of the Brave

The presence of a battlefield leader, someone of great courage and strength, emboldens you. Share in their bravery with +5 to Strength, +5 to Constitution, and 10% reduced chance of root or trap spells having an effect. Duration, 20 minutes. Aura radius: 5 meters.

<<<>>>

I dismissed the notification and headed toward the blasted-off door. Sounds of fireballs whistling through the air, ice lances, and rushing water met my ears. The sound emboldened me as I started to walk, then jog. Faster and faster, until I was sprinting toward the action, my heart pounding.

The hall exited into the grand entrance, where a circle of Stonewalls stood, hands upraised as if they themselves were holding up the temple. They very well may have been, I realized as I looked out to the open doors.

The giant ornate gate that led the way into Atmorja Mandir had been ripped from its hinges, revealing the battle beyond. Zalym stood thirty feet tall and glowed a putrid purple-black. She stomped, punched, and scooped up handfuls of destroyed temple to toss at the tiny Sorcerers defending their sacred place.

Haraldur directed his troops, blocking devastating hits to the other Sorcerers as well as the temple, and I could see some kind of ice shield being grown where the doors once stood. I ran into the atrium as my cobbled-together plan gained more solidity.

“Vassal!” a young Firebrand yelled with excitement as I passed.

Pride swelled in my chest as an uncomfortable breeze blew across it. Wildfire was in dire need of a repair wardrobe. Another feeling grew inside me as I got closer to the giant Zalym: confidence.

She swiped and kicked, deflecting spells with a flick of her wrist, or blocking with a boulder shield. It didn’t matter. This was going to work.

“Zalym!” I screamed, trying to overcome the sounds of battle. She seemed unfazed by my call. It hardly looked like her anymore. Her face was growing sharp, insect-like mandibles, and her skin was plated a shiny black.

I turned to my guardian. “I need a ride closer.”

Otto rolled his eyes but nodded consent. I wrapped him in Flame of Holding and climbed aboard his back. We soared toward the possessed Sorceress, and I prayed there was still time to reach her.

“Zalym!” I screamed again as we flew within twenty feet, just far enough to be out of arm’s reach. She ignored me still, not even seeing me. Fine. I’d make her see me.

I lobbed a fireball at her face, and the massive incarnation of half Aspect, half Dawn Elf turned her head. She swatted at me, but I moved away with ease.

“Jinks is alive!” I shouted again, and the blackened eyes of the creature shimmered a bright blue for a moment. She was still in there. I had to get her out.

“We found him in Nirdhaarit’s corruption, rescued him, and brought him home!” I said between dodging her flying fists. “He’s in the temple with Naitee now.”

Zalym’s eyes returned, and the mandibles on her face retracted. “Lies! He’s dead!”

“He was dead, and if you don’t hurry, I think he might kill himself to save Eisen.”

Zalym shrunk by a foot, her face looking more normal every second. The Sorcerers on the ground backed away with Zalym’s Exarchs trapped in Flame of Holding. Her face contorted with rage.

“You just want to separate us! I am reunited with my child, and you want to rip me away, but you can’t. I am the most powerful!” She swatted at me and I dodged again and again, pulling her farther away from the temple. I wondered how many people in the crowd below would truly understand what she meant.

Sophia had said that Shakti missed her children. She had taken the bodies of the dead Stonewalls not for their power, but because she wanted a child again. This all stemmed from a mother’s overflowing love being unable to be given. I swallowed hard and tried not to dwell on her pain. I needed to rescue Zalym, then I could save Shakti too.

“I want you to see your brother again, Zalym! He’s been so lonely and so scared. He missed you so much.” My chest burned with anguish as I recalled Jinks’ tears of failure.

Zalym shrank again, leaving her at only fifteen feet tall. She swung wildly as sobs wracked her shape-shifting body. “You’re lying! He’s not here, you’re trying to trick me.”

“She’s not lying!” a voice called from the temple door, and Zalym froze, her eyes returning to their normal blue as the purple aura faded away.

“Jinks?” Zalym whispered as she turned, her eyes wide with shock. When she saw him, she shrank down the last few feet to her normal height.

Jinks ran from the temple door to meet her as Zalym collapsed into the snow. She reached out with a trembling hand and gasped. “Brother, stay back!”

Purple light exploded out of her like a supernova and I fell from Otto’s back into the snow. I jumped to my feet, releasing my spell on Otto as I moved in closer and yelled, “Fight her, Zalym!”

She screamed, a bloodcurdling shriek that held powerful pain. “Get out of me!” she cried as she ripped at her bare chest, long red gashes appearing where her nails struck. “Get out!”

Her back arched, arms and legs shaking as she rose into the air by tendrils of the putrid smoke. She bellowed, a sound unlike any cry I’d ever fathomed possible. It shook the foundation of the mountain and pierced the air, shooting needles through my chest.

A dark hole ripped opened on Zalym’s chest from the bloody scratches, and she fell back to the snow as a black, spindly centipede burst through. The creature bloated in size as it hit the earth, growing from just a few feet long to nearly thirty in a matter of seconds. It coiled around its former host like a boa and hissed, its mandibles dripping purple slime.

I puffed up my chest, feeling the aura of bravery from Otto. “Get away from her, you bitch!”

Shakti’s massive head jerked toward me, and she slithered upward, her two front legs jabbing the air like spears as her smaller ones wiggled about in anger. My skin crawled at the sight of her. All the more reason to end her.
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Shakti
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THE INSECT CIRCLED Zalym like a feral dog guarding its kill, but she didn’t attack. I lobbed a fireball at the creature’s chest and she dodged, but refused to move from her post.

“She’s feeding off her! We have to get them apart!” Jinks yelled from the other side of the massive insect.

I looked to the ground where the unconscious Zalym lay and saw the filthy tendrils of purple wiggling through her body. Jinks ran in and Shakti stabbed the ground in front of him. He darted back, and ran in again, but she blocked once more.

“Otto, grab Zalym when it’s clear.” I ran toward the occupied centipede and triggered my new favorite combination.

Immortal Flame filled my chest with a bright heat that seared away the corrupt purple mist that surrounded and threatened to take me. I was free from that hate now, and soon, Zalym would be too. The fire split open my arms, glowing from below like a furnace of justice.

Next thought, I triggered Supermassive, and my body pushed at the seams as I grew to four times my normal size. The pain fueled my anger and I slammed my fiery fist into the side of the creepy crawly Aspect.

Shakti whipped her head around and stabbed at me with one of her razor-sharp legs. Shell of Molten Ash grew around me and exploded in a massive blast of fire. Shakti rolled back as the snow around her melted. The centipede chittered, her mandibles clacking as she looked at Zalym and the thin line of purple that connected them.

Shakti lunged forward, diving at Zalym. I stepped between them as I triggered Blazing Weapon. The burning sword grew in my right hand as the obsidian shield formed around my left.

“Otto, now!”

I bashed the massive blackened shield into Shakti’s face, then sliced down with my sword, severing one of her sharp-taloned limbs. The centipede recoiled and scuttled back, but I pursued her, adding Burning Affliction on her as she retreated.

Fifteen seconds left.

Shakti was fast, darting around the flags and portal door as she tried to cut Otto off. I hurled my sword, only hitting the Aspect with the hilt of it, but still knocking her to the ground. With the second I had, I popped the cork on a four times too large Spirit potion and downed it, then debuffed Shakti with Leaching Smolder. She was at 80% after everything I’d already done.

I cast Piercing Glow as I shield bashed the centipede, then pulled my giant flaming sword from the ground. Pain radiated from my right side and I looked down to see Shakti’s stinger speared between my ribs. A debuff tried to appear in my vision but I dismissed it in an instant as I chopped down on her venomous ass.

Shakti chattered and ripped her stinger away before my sword landed a hit. My legs were starting to feel tingly, and my vision wasn’t so great. I looked up to the timer in the corner of my vision. Five seconds.

I dismissed my sword and opened my hands for Inferno Blast. Shakti ran, trying to find cover from my searing spell. When there were two seconds left, I hit Snapcast and then Flame of Holding.

As I shrank, becoming a tiny wisp of black smoke, I reveled in my victory. Shakti was trapped, and though the Spirit drain penalty was high, my Leaching Smolder was about to proc hard and refuel me.

The centipede writhed and twisted, trying to escape my spell to no effect. I watched anxiously as my debuff timer counted down in the corner of my vision, and my Spirit leaked away at an alarming speed.

Shakti was at 60% when Burning Affliction and Leaching Smolder both ended, replenishing my Spirit almost to full. But what the hell was I going to do with full Spirit and no spells that could combat a giant demigod centipede?

Firebrands, Frostlocks, and Hydromancers shot every manner of spell at Shakti as I sat in my deaf, colorblind solitude, but their spells were barely scratching the surface. I knew what needed to be done.

My timer hit zero and I popped back into the world of sound and color. Whatever Shakti’s debuff had been disappeared with a Sorceric Blessing cast by one of the nearby Firebrands, and I tipped my head to him.

I walked toward Shakti as my Spirit continued to drain faster than my regen could replenish it. This was the whole reason I’d put my points in Bulbumous instead of something else.

I raised my hands, crossing my arms as I imagined the strings of Flame of Holding attaching to my fingers. With all my mental might, I pulled with Pyrokinesis, yanking on Shakti’s binds, but her plated skin resisted.

Shakti’s tail flailed about wildly and I jumped back, flustered by her resilience. I looked around at the other Sorcerers whipping spells at the detained demigod, but they were having little effect. We needed something more powerful that would pierce the armor.

“Firebrands!” I called, and in return I heard many replies of, “Yes, Vassal!”

I grinned. “Immortal Flame, Fire Inside, Supermassive. Go!”

Around me I heard a chorus of groans and screams as the Firebrands mutated into their twenty-foot forms. Shakti bleated and chittered, thrashing hard, but my spell held her still, though not for much longer. My Spirit was nearly drained. There was one more thing I could do, something that wouldn’t cost Spirit.

I cast Beacon as five massive, molten Firebrands lined up next to me. My feet lifted ever so slightly from the ground as a powerful weightlessness took me. Orange light shined from my entire being, and I watched my Health and Spirit bars jump up in an instant.

“Ready spears!” I called, and each one in turn summoned Blazing Weapon. “Attack!” I cried, and my Firebrands stabbed into the wriggling beast. Some of the hits were deflected by Shakti’s strong armor, and I called again, “Between the plates!”

The Firebrands adjusted their targets, taking their time instead of stabbing wildly, and each hit landed. Shakti writhed and cried out, but there was nowhere for her to go. Each strike took 5%, again and again, but their time was limited, as was mine. I was out of potions, and my Spirit drained to the bottom.

Flame of Holding popped out of existence but the Firebrands surrounded Shakti, spearing her over and over from every direction. She was down to 20%, and I knew Blazing Weapon had only seconds left. 

“Pin her down!” I called, and the Firebrands lodged their spears deep through Shakti and into the dirt.

“Retreat!” I stood my ground, knowing I couldn’t escape the concussive blast radius in time. Fire resistance or not, the shockwave would crush me, even if I made it back to the temple.

A massive smoldering hand reached down, plucking me from the snow as the Firebrand ran toward Atmorja Mandir for cover. We didn’t get far before I plummeted to the snow. The Firebrand next to me poofed into nothing more than translucent smoke.

The others had made it to cover, but the Firebrand who had saved me was in the open. I jumped to my feet, wrapping my arms around my ethereal savior as I cast Magnus Armor.

Boom! My hair whipped about as my chest was concussed from the blast. My Health dropped to 20% and I opened my mouth to cry, but no air came.

Boom, boom! The remaining spears detonated and I closed my eyes as I hugged the wispy woman tightly. But there was no shock wave, no chest compression, no heat at my back.

I looked over my shoulder to see a towering shield of ice, cracked and dripping.

“Hold!” Haraldur called to his army of white- and blue-clad sorcerers. A final boom rocked the earth as the last spear detonated. The ice wall crumbled and I approached Shakti as her many small limbs wiggled with fear.

“Return to Sophia, where you belong.” I held up a fireball and slammed it into the creature’s cluster of eyes. With a weak cry, the demigod stopped moving. I watched, waiting for the white light to take her away as it had the others... Nothing.

I searched the body, but it was devoid of any loot.

“What the hell?”

Then, I saw it. A thin, smoky purple line that wriggled away through the snow and into Atmorja Mandir.

“Oh, shit.”

I ran for the temple steps. “Otto!” I cried, my stomach knotted with fear as I followed the purple line, but it was so hard to see.

My heart was pounding in my ears, and my legs burning, but I couldn’t stop. Shakti was still in her, still here. I climbed the steps of the temple and gritted my teeth as the fire in my chest threatened to burn me alive if I didn’t stop.

“Otto!” I called again, my voice raspy.

Two Sorcerers rushed past and I grabbed one’s arm. “A tall Risi carrying Zalym, did you see him?”

The man nodded.

“Take me to him, it’s urgent.”

He turned back with me, trotting through the tall atrium until we came to the path toward the room where Naitee waited with Eisen. I looked back at the man and held his gaze as I warned, “Keep the Stonewalls away from Shakti’s body, and away from here. She’s still alive.”

“Yes, Vassal,” the man said with a bow as he jogged away.

I ran down the hall, following the stream of barely luminous purple as I went. The door was still off its hinges, Eisen still unconscious on the table, but now Zalym was on the table behind him with Jinks and another gathered around her.

“Abby, have you done it?” Naitee said with a hint of a smile, but she wouldn’t have been smiling if she saw what I saw: the purple smoke trail of the corrupted demigod, still holding onto her sister.

“Step away from Zalym,” I called as I raised my hand, ready to let loose a fireball if she moved.

“What are you doing?” Otto demanded as he grabbed my arm.

I pointed to the wispy line of purple with my other arm. “See it?” I asked him.

He squinted, then his eyes widened and he drew his sword. “Yes.”

“Step back from her, slowly,” I said to Jinks and the other Sorcerer, a Stonewall.

“What is this?” Jinks demanded as he guarded his unconscious sister. 

“Shakti still has a hold on her. Please, Jinks, step away,” I warned as I moved in closer. “I don’t know what she could do.”

“That’s ridiculous, I saw Shakti leave her body.” Jinks raised his hands, blue light pulsing in them.

“Shakti is still holding on, look at the line of her corruption.” Otto pointed to the smoky tendril on the ground. Jinks wouldn’t look. His eyes stayed locked on me.

This couldn’t be happening. We were seconds from fighting one another after all we’d been through together. “Why would I want to hurt her? I want to save her.”

“By stuffing a fireball down her throat?” Jinks and the Stonewall shifted, their postures moving from defensive to aggressive.

Naitee fed Eisen another potion as she snarled, “Brother, be reasonable. We are more than just our fireballs.”

Balls. I’ve got balls. One that would disperse the shade... 

Orb of Antishade!

I pulled the item from my inventory and held it out. The smoke behind the glass was pulsing bright white, and I could feel in my core that I needed to pull the pin. Just holding it gave me a serenity I’d not felt in years. Everything was going to be okay, as long as I set the light free.

I dismissed my fireball and activated the weapon.

“Abby, no!” Otto reached for the sphere in my hand, but before he got hold of it, the golden bands snapped off and the glass shattered.

Light engulfed me and I let peace, tranquility, and happiness flow with it. I was surrounded by comfort and joy, filled with it, and set free. I didn’t ever want to be anywhere but here, wherever here was.

“Abby,” a voice whispered, and I opened my eyes. I was caught in the wilds of a maelstrom of blackness and putrid purple. Zalym was at the center, lying as if she were asleep, her hands resting on her stomach.

“Abby...” The feminine voice tickled the back of my mind. I knew her, I knew I did, I just couldn’t place her name.

I turned around in the white room with no walls or ceiling. “Hello?” I asked, seeking the voice.

“Your heart is filled with darkness,” the voice said, and I knew she was behind me.

I turned to see the wild hair of my own reflection. She was so like me, but older, with streaks of silver in her dark curls and wrinkle lines at her eyes and mouth. I reached out, and my reflection reached back with a smile.

“Am I dead?” I asked my mother.

Her eyes softened. “No dear, you’re very much alive. But your heart is still filled with darkness. Look around you, do you see anyone else here but the girl with a monster centipede inside her?”

I turned around again, seeing no one else. “No.”

She rubbed my cheek with her thumb. “It’s not a bad thing that you worry, sweetheart, but you worry so much about so many things. You need to let go, and let some things just happen.”

My mind raced back to when I told my mom to come down to the office, stay with me before she transitioned. I could see her lips moving on the vid-screen as she said she was going to see my father. When she told me she was disappointed in me. That moment had polluted my life ever since, and I dragged around the anguish of my father, my mother, and my absence.

Black swirled around my feet as tears gathered in my eyes.

“See,” she said with a smile as she blew away the tornado of sadness. “You must let that be, and move on. It’s done, nothing can change that, but you can be the best person you can be if you let go of your self-hate for that moment.”

I wanted to be me, whole and happy like I was in Asima’s zone when I was hugging my friends, but it was hard. I couldn’t stop thinking about everything, worrying about it, and hating myself when I disappointed everyone.

Her hand dropped to my shoulder, and she squeezed it. “You will always fail to meet someone’s expectations, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is if you’re meeting your own. Are you?”

The light around us grew as Zalym’s tornado of purple smoke died down.

“See, she’s forgiving herself. Why can’t you?” my mother asked, and my stomach clenched.

“Because you won’t forgive me! Because you can’t now! How can I tell you how much I love you, how proud I want to make you? You’re gone!”

Her face softened again and she reached for me, but I pulled away. The black swirled at my feet once more.

“Sweetheart, that’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you. You don’t need my forgiveness, or my approval. You only need yours to be happy. Forgive yourself.”

Tears welled in my eyes and my lip quivered. “But how? I wasn’t there for you, or for him. It was his dying breath and I wasn’t there for him.”

“No, you were here, making sure that humanity had a place to go on. Not my place, but still a great service. You are a great woman.”

A drop rolled down my cheek to my chin and I sniffled. This wasn’t real. My real mother didn’t think I was a great woman. No one did.

“I do,” Otto said as he put a hand on my back. The swirling corruption threatened to eat him up, nipping away at his arm and face as he held onto me.

I took a step away. I didn’t want him to get hurt, and touching me was hurting him.

“Because you’re making it hurt me, Abby. Just stop. Let me in.”

“Let us in,” Jack said as he put his hand on my shoulder.

“Jack.” I whimpered his name.

Zalym’s twisting tornado had gone completely, and her body faded until I was alone with imaginary Otto and Jack in the white room with no walls.

I wanted to be with Jack, to be part of him and let him be part of me. I wanted to share the rest of my life with him, but if it was plagued by my remorse of things long since past, how could I really be me?

And Otto, he was so much more than just a computer, and so much more than me. He seemed infallible, and all I ever did was let him down.

Otto had a past that plagued him, too, and what had I done when he cried at his sister’s grave? I told him he was not a failure. I told him to forgive himself and move forward. Why couldn’t I treat myself with the same respect and kindness as I did Otto?

V.G.O. was a fresh start, and I dragged all my past bullshit down with me. Now was the time to truly let it go and move forward as me. The me I’ve always wanted to be: kind, compassionate, strong, smart, motivated, and so much more.

Tears streamed down my face, and I took a deep breath. “I forgive myself.”
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Serenity of the Four
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I INHALED THE SCENT of broken stone, blood, and fire, then opened my eyes. Naitee poured a potion into Eisen’s slack mouth while Jinks helped Zalym to sit up. I stood, my hands empty, and looked to Otto, who held my arm as if I’d collapsed.

“What happened?” he asked.

I wasn’t quite sure. I shook my head and moved toward Naitee.

“Is he going to make it?” I put my hand on Eisen’s shoulder.

She clenched her jaw and wiped a tear from her cheek.

“He would, if she would just let me do what is right,” Jinks stepped in.

“But brother,” Zalym said with a sob, “you’ve only just returned. Stay with us?”

Jinks shook his head. “I died, Zalym, fair and square. Eisen is dying, unjustly, and I alone can save him. I must.”

Zalym rolled from the table, and Jinks caught her before she fell. “You can’t, please. I miss you.” Tears were rolling down her face. Whenever I’d seen her, her face reflected her element. She was unreadable, composed, no hints of vulnerability... but here she was crying, in front of all of us. She truly banished her own demons in that place, wherever it was.

“Eisen shouldn’t be dying, and I shouldn’t be here. It’s a simple equation, Zalym.”

The muscular woman in black leathers wrapped her arms around her willowy brother and held him tightly.

“Is there any other way?” I asked as I fiddled with a stray string on Eisen’s cuff. He would be so perturbed it was there, if he knew.

Jinks shook his head. “My Aspect is that of life, and it is within my power to give mine in exchange for his.”

Zalym fell to her knees. “Please, brother!”

Jinks dropped to the floor with her. “I forgive you, for everything, and hope to not see you for a long, long time.”

He kissed her forehead as his thumbs wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks. Jinks stood with purpose and turned to me. “This is yours,” he said as he held out Embergrave.

I took the staff and then held out my hand to shake his. “I know I already said it, but it was a pleasure getting to know you.”

He took my hand and smiled. “You couldn’t have done it without me.”

“That’s right,” Otto said as he wrapped his massive hand around both of ours.

My jaw muscles ached as tears formed in my eyes. He let me go, and I let him go.

“We have not forgotten, and will never forget,” Naitee said as she stepped into Jinks’ embrace.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t as strong as you,” Jinks whispered, and Naitee pulled away her lip quiverying.

She gripped the back of his neck. “No, you were stronger. I love you.”

“I love you.” Jinks’ voice broke as a teardrop streamed down his cheek.

I grabbed Otto’s hand, my stomach tight with powerlessness. I couldn’t save Eisen. I couldn’t get Jinks to stay. There was nothing I could do.

And so you must let it be. My mother’s voice whispered in my mind. This was what she meant. There were so many things that I could not control, so many that were far out of my hands, and I couldn’t carry the weight of their fallout in my soul. This was not my fault, or my responsibility, or my choice. I could only watch.

Jinks put his hands on Eisen’s bare, blue-glowing chest and closed his eyes. “Nirdhaarit, mother of life, grant me my final breath to give to this creature of Gaia who so unjustly fell.”

Jinks’ chest rose and a bright green light filled the room. When he exhaled, a stream of white smoke poured from his mouth into Eisen’s. The Frostlock gasped sharply and opened his eyes as the rune on his chest ceased its pulsing.

“Jinks.” Eisen reached up to touch the ethereal wisp of his brother. Jinks reached back, but when his mouth moved, there were no words.

Zalym cried as she tackled the fading image of her brother. He blew away on an unforeseen wind and swirled through the ceiling.

“Goodbye, friend.” Otto dropped to one knee, and I with him.

Zalym screamed and Naitee crouched on the floor, pulling her into a strong embrace as she rocked them side to side. 

“You’ve done it,” Eisen said, and I raised my eyes to meet his gaze. He was smiling. “You freed the Aspects, and freed us.”

I smiled back. “I told you I wouldn’t fail.”

***
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NAITEE WALKED WITH me through the broken halls of Atmorja Mandir, her arm wrapped through mine. “I’m glad you got to meet our youngest brother. He has always been so full of life and happiness. It was devastating to watch his decline, his death.”

“I didn’t want him to die again.”

Naitee hummed. “But he was already dead. Thanatos gets his, no matter how long he must wait. Jinks could not have lived here long.”

Sorcerers of all types were cleaning up the fallen stone, placing books back on the tall shelves, and repairing the cases for artifacts of long ago.

“Naitee, do you know who the Aspects are?” I stopped her at the door and held both of her hands.

“Do you?”

I sucked in a breath and held it. Perhaps this was one of those things I needed to keep to myself. “I didn’t understand when we got to Asima... there were no bodies.”

Naitee smiled softly and nodded her head. “He is of the heart, and hearth.”

“It was his heart that was corrupted, he said. Love. Love corrupted him.”

She squeezed my hands. “Yes, love corrupts many. Zalym was strong enough to resist the darkness in her heart longer than all of us, but the need to avenge her beloved brother drove her past the point of consciousness, and then returned her from it. Love is powerful in all ways.”

I recalled how she came to her senses the second she heard Jinks’ voice. How when I heard Otto’s and Jack’s, I was made stronger as well.

“Abby Hollander, Greatest Sorceress in all of Eldgard, you have completed your trials and earned the title of Asima’s Vassal.” Naitee bowed her head as she held two items out to me: the cuffs and the boots.

I couldn’t care less about the loot. I pulled Naitee into a hug and squeezed her tightly. “You have taught me much more than magic and spells. I will never forget all you’ve done.”

She wrapped her arms around my back and held me just as tight. It felt like home, like when I was hugging Otto and Jinks. This was my world now, my life, and I was enough.

We pulled away, and Naitee put the objects in my hands.

<<<>>>

Greaves of the Dragonborne

Armor Type: Medium-Light; Leather, Dragon scales

Class: Ancient Artifact

Set Item Base Defense: 40

Primary Effects:


●  Increase Vitality by .25 x character level

●  Increase Carry Capacity by 2 x character level

●  Reduce the Spirit cost of your Duration spells, Inferno Blast, Rain of Fire, Immortal Flame, Blazing Weapon, Fire Guardian, Wall of Flame, and Globe of Flame by 2 x character level


Secondary Effects:


●  Increase damage of Burning Affliction by 5 x character level over the duration of the spell effect (2 pieces)

●  Reduce the time spent as a Wisp when using Immortal Flame by 1% per character level (2 pieces)

●  +5% chance of critical strike with fire spells (3 pieces)

●  Increase the duration of Fire Guardian by .05 x character level in minutes (3 pieces)

●  Reduce the cooldown time of all spells by 20% (4 pieces)


Treading in the footsteps of great beasts leads one down a path of danger, unless she who walks is the beastmaster.

<<<>>>

Cuffs of the Dragonborne

Armor Type: Light; Cloth, Dragon scales

Class: Ancient Artifact

Set Item Base Defense: 30

Primary Effects:


●  Increase Spell Strength by 1.5 x character level

●  Increase Spell Critical Chance by .05 x character level

●  Use Ability Deflect - Once per day you may use the power of the dragon scales to deflect any one direct damage spell.


Secondary Effects:


●  Increase damage of Burning Affliction by 5 x character level over the duration of the spell effect (2 pieces)

●  Reduce the time spent as a Wisp when using Immortal Flame by 1% per character level (2 pieces)

●  +5% chance of critical strike with fire spells (3 pieces)

●  Increase the duration of Fire Guardian by .05 x character level in minutes (3 pieces)

●  Reduce the cooldown time of all spells by 20% (4 pieces)


The magic of dragon scales is well known by the Sorcerers of old, but many forget their potency is improved by proximity.

<<<>>>

I equipped them with a shiver, feeling the power of a completed set surging through me. Reduced cooldowns was totally worth the four pieces, even if they didn’t do much else. I rubbed my hands down my arms and over the black scales on my forearms that shimmered with indigo and crimson.

Naitee raised her hand to my ear. “I see you didn’t waste any time in locating the missing piece.”

I smirked. “Actually, it came to me.”

“You’ll have to tell me the story one day,” she said with a chuckle.

“I’m sure it will go down as Order of the Four history.”

My smile faded. “Naitee, there was something else that happened while we were in the Shattered Realm. Something I need to ask you about.”

“What is that?” She looped her arm in mine once more as we walked toward the door.

“Have you ever seen Sophia?”

Her steps stuttered and her arm flexed. “Why do you ask?”

“She rescued me. I almost died when we tried to escape Shakti’s den. I was wondering how common that was.”

She tutted. “It is not common, child. Consider yourself one of very few graced by the goddess.”

I thought of Jack—he’d spoken with her at least twice now, once in person and once through a personal message. I guessed he was luckier than most.

Naitee stopped at the door, looking back down the hall. “I know you completed your trials, but there’s one more thing.”

***
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CHAY CHAY ROARED IN triumph as the little hovel outside of Rowanheath proper became her domain. I gave the drake a gentle pat on the head, then scratched under her chin. She closed her eyes and leaned into it.

“You can come back whenever you like,” Otto said as he moved toward the cave exit.

“I know, but I’m not sure when the next break long enough to make the trek will come up. We are fighting a war, if you’d forgotten.”

Otto put his hands on his hips. “How could I forget with the fifty messages in my personal inbox?”

I opened my character screen and panned to the social tab. I didn’t have any messages at all, and nothing in Officer’s Chat either. “What messages?” I demanded as Chay Chay nudged my unmoving hand.

He made his voice high and feminine. “I really don’t want to bother you, Otto, but are you and Abby coming back soon? Where are you guys? It’s hell here.”

My heart was warmed at the thought of them needing us back. Delani didn’t want to bother me, but she did need me, and so did the Crimson Alliance. I needed them, too.

“She doesn’t sound like that.” I waggled my finger at Otto’s terrible impression of the former catwalk queen.

“Well I’m not her, so obviously. Come on, Abby, we have a war to get to.”

I gave Kak’chayrin a final pat on her little belly, and stood. I tore the seal on the return scroll Naitee had given me and watched the portal burst into life. The glowing trees and stilted houses of the Yunnam swamp filled the other side of the doorway. I looked back to Chay Chay, and she cocked her head with a yip.

“See ya later, girl.”
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Command Center Cool
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“HEY, TOBY.” I ADDRESSED the young man as he rushed through the war room door.

“Li Xui needs an additional ten archers, or arbalists, for the outer ramparts,” he said in a flurry. His brown hair was sticking up in front from running his fingers through it too much. He did the motion again.

“There are some recruits in the courtyard, along with two trainers. That’ll be eight. I hope it’s enough.”

“Got it,” he said as he turned back to the door.

I picked up the thermos-type thing I’d found in the kitchen. “Oh, Toby?”

He spun around, his eyes pleading for me to let him go. “Yes?”

I held the warm lidded mug out to him. “I found this nifty to-go cup. It’s full of Western Brew. Thought you might need it.”

He took the cup gratefully and nabbed a swig without a second thought. He hummed and closed his eyes as his shoulders dropped from his ears. The semipermanent crease in his forehead smoothed. He sighed and opened his eyes. “Damn that’s good. Thanks, Abby.”

Otto stepped in Toby’s way as he turned to leave. “Before you go, here’s a tactical adjustment for the incoming mounted division.”

Toby grabbed the scroll with a nod, then raised his glass to me. “Thanks again.” Then he was off without a second to lose.

Otto grabbed my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. “How are you holding up?”

“Perfectly fine,” I said with a smile that felt good, genuine.

Delani pushed through the massive war room door and her eyes locked on me in an instant as she jogged up. “Abs, there’s some nonsense going on in the new space set aside for the kids’ school. Some jerk is saying we need it for an ironworks.”

Otto dipped his head as he ducked out and marched back to his group.

“Well, I’m sure they’re not a jerk, they just think they have the most important build. The school was going to be in Yunnam proper, right?” I walked with her around the table to schematics we’d laid out earlier that day.

“Yeah, the space isn’t good for an ironworks. These are all homes here,” she said as she pointed to the map.

My eyes hunted over the old parchment with new ink. We’d made so many changes since founding the Crimson Alliance in Yunnam, and the growing map was a testament to that. There it was.

I pointed to a spot not far from Vlad and Shindla’s alchemy lab. “Here. This lot is open and in the merchant craft area. It’s a bit underdeveloped, some trees and rocks will need to be removed, but it’s a better location overall, I think. If this ‘jerk’ has an issue with that, tell them to come talk to me.”

Delani clapped me on the back. “Thanks, dude.”

She swaggered from the room and the door slammed shut behind her. The rabble of the war room continued through the noise, everyone well accustomed to the sound of the door opening and closing.

I found Anton in a seat near the window, his eyes unfocused and distant. There were some other things on my to-do list, but nothing that needed immediate action, so I walked and took the seat next to him.

“What’s hot?” I asked as I leaned back, my feet throbbing as the weight came off.

“Oh you know, this and that. The deal with Hasan and Patel is going swimmingly. We’re sneaking all kinds of things into Imperial shops. Profit is up by fifteen percent.”

“And the Darkshard Ore?” I asked, recalling that Osmark’s merchants had been selling it bottom dollar, trying to crash one of our biggest exports.

Anton barked a laugh. “I bought it all up off him, all of it, and now we’re only selling to Rebels or non-Imperial factions. They’re scrambling to intercept our trade routes, I’ve heard, since Darkshard had become a staple in their heavy armor making.”

“Nice work. Let’s keep taking it to ’em.”

I rose to my aching feet once more, but reminded myself that they ached because we were keeping this shit together. It was hard work, but good work.

I walked to the brew station and grabbed a glass, then checked my debuffs. Tired and Hungry were up there, but Occupational Stress was nowhere to be seen. I wondered if the debuff had been my own doing last time, with help from Asima’s Corruption, of course. But still, I’d been at it ten hours, and no debuff. A tiny victorious smile curled my lips and I took a drink of hot joe.

The coffee substitute warmed my throat as it went down, and the buff notification appeared in my vision. “Disable Western Brew notifications permanently,” I said aloud, and there was a bleeping in my head, then “Notification disabled.” I knew what it did, no point in getting a pop-up every time.

With renewed energy, I returned to my to-do list on the war table. Water provisions, again, and then there was Lowyth—

“Abby!” Gerald yelled as he burst into the room, hands gloved as he carried a mushroom.

“Hi, Gerald,” I said as I calmed the nerves in my chest.

“Look at this.” He held the mushroom out to me and I moved to grab it. “No!” he yelled as he pulled it away. “Sorry, I meant look with your eyes and listen with your ears. This is a Deathcap mushroom. Deadly poisonous.”

“Why did you bring it into the war room?” I demanded as I ushered him toward the door.

He turned and left the room, motioning for me to follow. “Sorry, I guess I got excited.” He grinned sheepishly as he shrugged. “It’s important because this was grown right here, in our greenhouse.”

“That’s cool. Why is that cool?” I asked, not understanding the importance of the mushroom.

He screwed up his face. “You do know that Deathcap is used in all the Ak-Hani poison-tipped arrows, and the ichor for a Rogue’s blade, anti-serums for overdose or accidental exposure, and—”

“I get it,” I said with a smile as I patted Gerald’s shoulder. “It’s really important. I’m glad we were able to make this happen.”

“You made this happen,” Gerald said, his tone serious as he locked eyes with me.

I turned back for the war room as I said, “No man, you made this happen.”

I sucked in a deep breath and headed back into the fray.

The last four hours of the shift flew by. Before I knew it, the sun had set and three-quarters of the occupants in the war room had disappeared back to their homes for the evening.

I pulled one of the chairs up to the small hearth at the other end of the room. It wasn’t used, since Yunnam was already hot enough, but I cast a fireball and tossed it into the stone. Just before it landed with a splash against the ground, I grabbed it with Pyrokinesis and held it still.

The fireball flickered, but obeyed my commands. I pulled my hands apart and the shape changed, elongating. I thought for it to be a campfire, and it shifted again, making my wish come true.

The fire crackled, though there was no fuel, and I smiled. This world was just as much mine as the next person’s, and I could shape it to be what I wanted. I opened my Pyrokinesis skill tree to marvel at the new ability one more time. Being Asima’s Vassal had one really awesome perk, aside from the “Asima’s Illustrious” buff I now permanently carried around, and that was the Spirit of the Blood Phoenix.

<<<>>>

Spirit of the Blood Phoenix

The power of fire is not in its destruction, but its passion. Death is not the end for the Blood Phoenix, nor does it need to be for those dear to you. Summon the spirit of Asima into the bodies of the recently deceased and give them life anew for your sacrifice.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Max Level

Cost: An unspent ability point, and your life.

Range: 1,000 meters

Cast Time: 10 seconds

Cooldown: 3 days

Effect 1: The spirit of the Blood Phoenix flows through you into the dead, reviving them in exchange for your life and an ability point.

Effect 2: Suffer Death’s Sickness for the duration of the ability cooldown instead of the typical duration.

<<<>>>

“Hi.” Jack’s weary voice pulled me from thought and I dropped the fireball to the stone as I closed my menus. It vanished in a poof of smoke, and I stood to greet him.

“Hi.” I wrapped my arms around his bloody, stinky chest and squeezed tightly. He kissed the top of my head, over and over, and I counted my blessings as he did.

We pulled away from each other and he cradled my face in his cool hands.

“These are new,” he remarked as he flicked the earrings dangling from my ears.

I smirked. “Yeah, Otto helped me. Hurt like hell.”

“They’re really nice.” He smiled innocently and I smiled back. We looked at each other and the whole world faded away. This was what I’d been missing out on. If I could’ve just let go of all the bullshit I would’ve seen that I already had everything I needed. Gratefulness swelled in my chest as I thought back to the Abby of just a few days ago, and how naive she was. I was glad I wasn’t her anymore, but I was thankful for how she’d gotten me to where I was.

I pushed up onto my toes and Jack leaned down, placing a long, gentle kiss on my lips.

“You’re filthy,” I whispered as our kiss ended.

“I think there’s a shower in this place, or are we supposed to shower in the humidity?”

I giggled. It was really damp, but it just made everything sticky. I was glad that the warmth fueled me instead of weighing me down.

“Let’s go find you one.” I dropped back to my heels and looked at who was left around the room. It was Otto, with just one tactician, one of Anton’s men, and Delani. She wobbled on tired feet as she looked over some paperwork on the table. I grabbed Jack’s hand as I walked to the ex-model.

“It’s time for bed,” I said to her.

She looked up, the purple bags under her eyes elongated by the shadows of the green glowing lanterns. “Just a few more things I need to work on. Out in twenty, I promise.”

I dipped my head and turned away. She was a big girl, and owned her own world.

“G’night.” I waved my other hand at the room as I dragged Jack along with me to the door.

We walked the halls in a comfortable quiet. I was sure Jack had had enough of chatter throughout the day, and I had too. It was nice to just be quiet with him as we made our way home. One of the chambers in the Officers’ Quarters was alive with the sounds of laughter, song, and drinking. Probably DeeJay, he was such a frat boy.

Our room was just another floor higher, above the Officers’ chambers and the little courtyard I liked to spend my lunch at sometimes. It wasn’t as nice as our room in Rowanheath, but at least it didn’t have nasty gold fixtures everywhere.

I pulled Jack into the room and grinned as I helped undo the laces on his shoulder pads. His face lit up in an instant, but faded as his hands tried to work Wildfire off me with no success.

“Oh, it’s uh, I have to do it,” I said as I unequipped my armor and dropped it into my inventory.

He shrugged with a playful smirk, and did the same with his own armor. We stood in each other’s embrace, smiling. I wrapped my arms behind his neck and pressed my warm stomach against his.

“I love that you’re happy right now,” Jack said as he leaned down to kiss my cheek.

I was happy, and there was nothing on my mind other than Jack, right here and now, in our room, because there was no other time than this one. The war was never going to be over, and there was always going to be something more to do. There was no getting around it, or catching up. I could only focus on so much at a time, and right now, I wanted to focus on Jack.

I hugged him closer. “I love that we’re here right now.”
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Epilogue
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I INHALED DEEPLY THROUGH my nose as I stretched in bed. Jack was beside me, for once, sleeping soundly. His warmth was welcome, though it was already quite hot in Darkshard Keep. Jack had thrown the covers back on his side, letting his legs fall over the edge of the bed, but his arm still rested across my chest. I stroked his stubbly cheek and a smile spread over my lips. I was so lucky to have someone who really challenged me to be the best that I could.

I scooted out from under him, careful not to move him around too much, and went to the wardrobe. I donned Wildfire, now fully repaired from the journey we’d taken, and rubbed my hands over my arms. It felt so right to be wearing it along with the Dragonborne gear.

It was 4 AM, and I’d grown used to getting up so early to take care of faction business, but this morning, there was a ceasefire. Osmark had sent us a message saying he’d lay off for a day for us to recoup, but spin it like a celebration for his troops. It was his birthday after all. I wasn’t sure why he was letting up, but he never did something unless there was a benefit for him. He must’ve been regrouping, or plotting something new. What, I couldn’t fathom.

I gave Jack a Searing Halo buff, just in case we had any more midnight visitors, and stepped from the room. The halls were dimly lit by small green flames, and the walls were wet with humidity. It was nonetheless comfortable for me. Residual Heat made almost any environment comfortable at this point.

The steps down from the Officers’ Quarters wound around until I reached the kitchen. The lights were out, the oven fire at the other end only embers, and only one woman sat in the corner with a pot of what I assumed was Western Brew.

Delani had demanded that she stay awake with the tacticians to work through the night and figure out tomorrow’s plan. If Osmark was going to give an inch, she was going to take a mile. I loved her tenacity.

I wandered away from the kitchen toward the barracks. The new space that had been carved out for the additional troops was now occupied by a growing greenhouse. There was clear paneling on all the walls and ceiling, and the plants within seemed to be growing wild and well.

“Pizdets!” I heard a distant, accented shout, and turned to follow it. I walked down the sparsely lit hall to the library, the only place it seemed the humidity would not go. The tall shelves rose up around me as I walked through the open door. It was nothing like the Grand Archive in Alaunhylles, but it was still magnificent, and growing.

“Damn pages,” Vlad said as he plucked a book from the floor. He was standing near the workstation at the center of the library. It had floating green lanterns that were bright for this time of morning. I wondered how long he’d been there.

“Hi,” I said as I passed under the arch into the library common.

Vlad eyed me with suspicion, then set the book on the table. “Hello,” he said with a classic Russian accent.

I walked around the table, looking over the books he had stacked up. Doppelgangers, impersonation incantations, and more.

“Research?” I asked as I gestured to the books. He collected them in a swift motion and pulled his notebook over the top.

“Something like that,” he said with a shrug.

I nodded. “It feels nice to be up so early without a purpose. What’s got you up so early?”

“So late,” he said with a straight face. “Have been up many hours.”

“Doing something like research?” I said incredulously as I gestured to his collection of books.

“Does Vlad not do a good job? Cannot have this moment privacy? Why does commander of Crimson Alliance need to know what I do?” Vlad asked, anger in his tone, and I pulled my arms to my chest. I hadn’t thought simple questions would make him upset, but then again, I didn’t know anything about him.

“Sorry, I just thought... never mind.” I turned away and stomped toward the door, heat rising in my chest.

No. No, Abby. Why did you go through all that you did just to shy away from something that was hard?

I turned back. “Are you okay?”

Vlad’s eyes went wide. “Am not seeming to be okay?”

“No, I just mean, you’re up early in the library. Do you need help?”

He shook his head. “This is something Vlad must do.”

“I understand that.”

He stared at me.

“Well, if you need someone to talk to, I’m here.” I waited, but he said nothing, returning to his books.

I sucked in a breath and turned away. If he didn’t need me, he didn’t. I stepped under the archway, green lighting my path out to the main hall.

“Spasibo,” I heard a whisper from behind me, but kept walking. He would find his place, in time.
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IF YOU LOVED VGO: Path of the Blood Phoenix and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press mailing list: Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can also connect with us on our Facebook Fan Page: Shadow Alley Press. 

You can find even more books and awesome recommendations over on our Facebook Group Page, Fantasy Nation! Home to the best Epic, Urban, and LitRPG Fantasy around!

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer—or in our case, Publishing Company. If you really enjoyed reading about Abby and her crew (or VGO in general), please consider leaving a short, honest review—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. You can click here to leave a review at Amazon, and thank you in advance: Path of the Blood Phoenix.

Looking for more Viridian Gate Online, and need it right this minute? Check out: Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 1)—part of the new Viridian Gate Online Expanded Universe! Or keep reading to take a sneak peek.
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THE END OF THE WORLD is not such a bad thing for Russian weapons engineer Vlad Nardoir.

Really his world ended six months ago when his wife died, and ever since then, things have been downhill. Soul-crushing medical debt. Favors to the Russian mafia. Now, asteroid. For Vlad, this is life in a nutshell.

But, in a wild twist of fate, he has found a way out. A chance to start fresh in a brand-new ultra-immersive MMORPG called Viridian Gate Online. Making the leap might kill him, but again, death is not such a bad thing for a man with nothing to live for. Even in the virtual world, however, old grudges burn true, and the past is not as far gone as it seems. He must use his quick wits, rugged persistence, and peculiar set of skills as a weapons engineer to make a place for himself in this new world, or be forcibly dragged back into the very life he fought so hard to escape.
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Chapter One: Times of Crisis...

Timeline - 4 days before Astraea, 09:45

“INA, IT HAS BEEN TOO long.” I sat with my legs crossed at the grave of my beloved. The grass, what little remained in my small backyard, was overgrown and dying. There had once been flower beds under the windows of our home; they were a riot of colors, all shapes and sizes. Flowers I could never keep, but Ina was different. Plants thrived under her eyes, they flourished under her care. Sadly, those were also dead. I’d had a friend who worked in stone masonry carve Ina’s headstone, made of a dark black marble. 

It was truly gorgeous. 

He had done a fine job—it looked like her, even down to the way her auburn hair flowed in the wind. He had captured every detail I could remember, everything she was in the picture I had given him to recreate. It was a simple scene: we were at a festival in the Saint Petersburg Plaza, she was looking at the statue of Catherine the Great, the wind blew, her hair billowed in the wind, and the picture was perfect. She was my own personal Catherine. 

“I regret that we cannot be together any longer.” I choked back a tear—no, I did not have time to cry. There was much work to be done yet. The entirety of Earth was doomed. An asteroid, named 213 Astraea, was on a collision course with the planet, and there was nothing we could do to stop it. Many attempts to redirect the asteroid had failed, as had missions to destroy it. Some of those missions have been directed to my employer, Almaz-Antev. Being a super-power in the weapons design and production industry, they were a forerunner for the possibilities of saving the world. Those missions, one of which was work of my own design, had failed. The mass of rock and ice measured fourteen-and-a-half kilometers. The impact was expected to be cataclysmic. Many organizations had attempted to predict the asteroid impact site, giving it a rough estimate of landing in the North Atlantic Ocean, off the coast of Greenland.

I stood from the grass and laid a small bundle of flowers at the grave. She wasn’t buried here, of course. She was buried in the National Cemetery, for her work to advance the science of chemistry in Russia. It was the one thing that Mother Russia had given her. The flowers were purchased from one of the small flower stalls nearby, one of the last bundles they had. I was late leaving work again, and it was shameful for me. Bah, regrets are a powerful thing. I needed to get my mind off of her. It had been six months since she passed away, and the pain was still too fresh. Perhaps having her memorial in the backyard was not such a smart thing after all, but I wanted to keep her close, and the graveyard where they buried her was too far away for frequent visits. 

I went back inside and shook my head at all I saw. The house was a mess, as I hated cleaning. Ina was always so good at keeping after that. I would make a mess, she would clean it up. We had an understanding. We also had grumbling. But we made it work. I took a sip from the coffee I had made earlier in the morning before leaving for work and subsequently forgotten about. 

“Shit, tastes like week-old engine oil. And not even high test.” I tossed the coffee cup into the sink harder than I intended. It shattered on impact, little chips flying in every direction. 

“Ina, your coffee was always perfect.” I looked down and clenched my fists, caked with years of work, grime, and oil. “This was not what was in my head. It is not what I intended.” The smell of multi-part oil and degreaser invaded my nostrils, and I was taken back to another time. 

Ina had just started working for the National Laboratory’s Saint Petersburg branch shortly after attaining her doctorate in chemistry. She started as a basic research assistant, working on a new type of oil that would last until the end of time. She quickly advanced through the ranks, working harder and faster than anyone else, until she had taken a position as a head chemist in the Chemical Manipulation Department. It was a research facility that was dedicated to the development of new, completely unique compounds, often using dangerous chemical components. Ina had always told me that working in the chemical plant would kill her; I had thought she was talking about it being the end of her career path, though I often said her genius would last forever. She once clarified that it would be due to the vials that were left open absentmindedly or the frequent spills due to careless laboratory technicians. I had not expected her to be so right. 

The cancer took her within a year’s time. I watched my beloved Ina devolve from a gorgeous, intelligent woman into a bedridden husk of what she once was. There was nothing I could do. All of my knowledge and expertise, my genius, was useless. Russia had withheld treatment toward the end, as a result of some perceived debt to society. After all, socialized medicine paid for Ina’s expensive chemo treatments—well, some of them. The medicine was too expensive for the insurance to pay for, and about halfway through, the medication was not covered at all. 

There were some situations where we had to seek alternative funding, and Ina no longer could work to cover the costs. More regrets on my behalf, and the decisions I made will follow me forever, but wasn’t the cost of having Ina for just a little longer in my life worth absolutely anything I could pay? Mother Russia, in her “infinite wisdom,” had taken Ina from me. One day, I knew I would get back at the motherland.  Perhaps not in this lifetime, and perhaps not Russia herself, but I would fight back.

As luck would have it, or fate, or whatever you want to call the fickle bitch, Almaz-Antev, the weapons developers I worked for, had connections and ins with Osmark Technologies. I pulled a few strings, made a few promises that I knew I would never be able to keep, and suddenly I was admitted to the Viridian Gate Online program, the one hope for mankind to survive after Astraea. Ina was disqualified due to her cancer, which could potentially cause major issues with the transition, according to the information I received.  At the end, she held my hand, gave me the best smile she could afford, and told me she would see me in paradise. She told me she wasn’t upset that I was going into V.G.O. alone, that her spirit would always be with me. I had never believed in heaven, hell, or any kind of afterlife, but I believed her.  

I regretted making those promises, especially since I was expected to contribute to any future war effort within V.G.O. on behalf of the bigwigs. Almaz-Antev had helped to fund Osmark’s work to make V.G.O. the product it was. It felt like a waste, all of the work I had done to renovate the basement to admit a pair of V.G.O. capsules, and I had spent weeks working on it. I ran electrical wiring and conduit, I adjusted network propensities, and I improved the layout. I even did some off-the-books excavation to expand our room. 

I looked at the watch on my wrist, at its hands moving with flawless precision. It was one of my own designs, and a small twinge of pride hit my heart but bounced off the cold exterior. I had a few hours before I needed to meet the deadline for my transition into V.G.O., giving me enough time to transition before impact, and there was still that project for Almaz-Antev that needed finalizing. Namely the nuclear automata that would usher in the new age of people on Earth, tasked with cleaning, demolishing, and rebuilding after the impact. 

At one time, Almaz-Antev was the premier weapons manufacturing company for all of Russia. They had colluded with other nations, of course. There was nothing to be done for that. My weapons killed a lot of people, and with that came regrets I will never be able to put aside. But it was not the time for regrets. It was the time for action. 

“There is still time,” I said absentmindedly. “I will fix some of the mistakes I’ve made. First though, I must wash this mountain of dishes.” I set about working on the broken coffee cup, gently placing the pieces in the waste bin. The noise from the city street outside my small house filtered through the cracked window, stuck open from the years of Saint Petersburg winters. I had promised Ina I would fix it, but always there was another important thing to be done. It got pushed back further and further, until there was no time left to fix the small things. “Ina, I am so sorry. I will fix the things that I can soon.” I pushed the anger and the pain back into their space and finished the dishes. 

The six months since Ina had passed had been very challenging, and there was more than one time where I had completely fallen apart. I had lost considerable weight, simply from forgetting to eat, forgetting to sleep. I threw myself into my work, and Almaz-Antev was happy to see the improved work ethic. While Ina was sick, I was almost fired. That would have endangered everything Ina and I had worked so hard for. It would have voided our passes into V.G.O. Now hers was gone, and so was she. “No, I cannot fall back to this, the anger, the sadness. Always, it comes back to her being gone. I cannot focus on that now, there is so much to do before the morning.” I needed to work, I needed to get my mind off her.

Timeline - 4 days before Astraea, 16:52

In the evening, I retired to my basement workspace. I neglected to eat dinner, and as a result, found myself getting easily irritated. “Two more screws here,” I said. Talking to myself while working helped me to focus. It allowed me to make sure I didn’t miss any steps while making things. And this project was important. The radiation shielding needed to be perfect, both inside and outside. “Will check the Geiger counter later; I don’t have time for this shit.” I set the machine core to the side and changed my focus to another portion of the machinery: the converter. “This will need sturdier wiring. Perhaps dioxymethylene coating will suffice? No, too caustic. That definitely will eat through cables in a few decades. Something stronger, a polycarbon wrap?” I leaned against the table, both palms flat against it. “Ina would know what was best. She was the best chemical engineer in all of Russia.” I slapped my hands down hard, harder than I had thought, rattling the pieces all over the table. The machine core bounced off the table and smacked against the ground. The sound of crunching metal greeted my ears. 

“Goddammit! Everything is going wrong!” I picked it up from the floor and cradled the broken core in my hands. “Well, it clearly isn’t strong enough yet.” I chuckled as I stared at the cracked and broken core. “Back to the drawing board.” I shrugged as I tossed the prototype core into a pile of other garbage. 

Several hours later, I ended up with a much-improved core. It had significant resistance, and I was working on the last bolts. They needed to be sealed with a specific corrosion-resistant material, which I also had manufactured with Ina’s help. “Only last bolts, now. Then I can scan and send the schematics to Almaz-Antev, easy as cake. Is that how that goes? No, no, that is not the adage. English is ignorant.” I rolled my eyes as I picked up my wrench, hefting it in my hand. 

The weight felt good, it felt real. It kept my mind focused as I worked. 

Halfway through fastening the last bolt, which required a considerable amount of force, my hand slipped off the spanner, and my palm raked across the now-stripped bolt head. “Ahhh!” I shouted in agony as blood poured from my hand, my tool falling to the floor. “You stupid piece of shit!” I picked up the machine core and hurled it as hard as possible against one of the block walls in the basement. It smacked against the wall and fell to the floor. The clang of heavy metal resounded around the small room. “Goddammit all!” I stepped over to the medkit I kept in the basement and wrapped up my hand. “Another setback.” I headed over to the core on the ground and picked it up. I turned it about in my hands and noticed that everything was still intact. “Huh, is much stronger. Eh, bolt is not in perfect position, but Almaz-Antev will not care, I am thinking. Project complete.” 

I spent a few moments scanning the project blueprint into my computer, using my 3-D scanner, and emailed it off to Almaz-Antev. Within seconds, I received a confirmation email. Along with a short note at the end: “Godspeed, Vlad Nardoir.” That was it, then. The only job remaining was to begin my transition into V.G.O. Well, that and to see the grave of my lost beloved one last time.
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<<<>>>

Quest Alert: Continue Reading Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 1)

CONTINUE WITH VLAD to find out what happens next! 

Quest Class: Rare, Class-Based

Quest Difficulty: Easy

Success: Read on to continue the adventure! 

Reward: 15,000 EXP; Title: The Wanderer

Accept: Yes / No?

<<<>>>
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Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm (Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Crimson Alliance (Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: The Jade Lord (Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Imperial Legion (Book 4)

Viridian Gate Online: The Lich Priest (Book 5)

Viridian Gate Online: Doom Forge (Book 6)
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Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests (Anthology)

Viridian Gate Online: The Artificer (Imperial Initiative 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Dead Man’s Tide (The Illusionist Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Inquisitor’s Foil (The Illusionist Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Firebrand (The Firebrand Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Embers of Rebellion (The Firebrand Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Path of the Blood Phoenix (The Firebrand Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Absolution (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 2)
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Rogue Dungeon: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 1)

Civil War: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 2)

Troll Nation: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 3)
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War God’s Mantle: Ascension (Book 1)

War God’s Mantle: Descent (Book 2)

War God’s Mantle: Underworld (Book 3)
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Denver Fury: American Dragons (Book 1)

Cheyenne Magic: American Dragons (Book 2)

Montana Firestorm: American Dragons (Book 3)

Texas Showdown: American Dragons (Book 4)

California Imperium: American Dragons (Book 5)

Dodge City Knights (American Dragons Book 6)

Leadville Crucible (American Dragons Book 7)
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Dungeon Bringer 1

Dungeon Bringer 2

Dungeon Bringer 3
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Robot Bangarang: Full Frontal Galaxy (Book 1)

Wuxia

Darkening Skies (Path of the Thunderbird Book 1)

Stone Soul (Path of the Thunderbird Book 2)

Urban Fantasy

Strange Magic (Yancy Lazarus Episode One)

Cold Hearted (Yancy Lazarus Episode Two)

Flashback: Siren Song (Yancy Lazarus Episode 2.5)

Wendigo Rising (Yancy Lazarus Episode Three)

Flashback: The Morrigan (Yancy Lazarus Episode 3.5)

Savage Prophet (Yancy Lazarus Episode Four)

Brimstone Blues: A Yancy Lazarus Novel
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MudMan (A Lazarus World Novel)
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Two-Faced: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 1)

Soul Game: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 2)

Post-apocalyptic

Armageddon Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 1)

Machine-Gun Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 2)

Inferno Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 3)
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out the litRPG Group on Facebook!
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AND, IF YOU LOVE LITRPG and want to find more of wonky books like Viridian Gate Online, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook!
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CAN’T GET ENOUGH LITRPG, then check out LitRPG Books, a great community that is home to tons of great reads!
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About the Author

        
            About me... I'm a baller. Keyboard crawler. 20 inch display, on my ink scrawler. Holler. Getting flayed tonight, all my characters getting splayed tonight!

In my spare time I love to cook, hike, play video games, and spend quality time with my people.

Three questions people never ask me are; how do I look at myself in the mirror, what's in the box, and what does it take to build a story with likable characters in an interesting setting with important goals?

The answer to the last is determination, dedication, and sacrifice. I've been working at being a writer since before I could string more than two sentences together, and it never gets easier, but it does get better.

I'm surrounded by people who love and support me, which is the most amazing gift the universe could ever give. I will never give up, never surrender, and hopefully, keep on entertaining for the rest of my life.
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About the Publisher

        
            We love books and we are crazy-passionate about publishing the best adult Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Action-Adventure around.


Though our stories can be thought provoking at times, our primary goal is to entertain readers with wild stories and interesting characters you can’t walk away from. We want to whisk readers into a different world where the impossible is possible, where monsters lurk around every corner, but so do heroes, always ready to swoop in and fight back the dark.


We are also deeply dedicated to the authors we work with. For us, publishing is less about individual titles and more about supporting the authors we love. We want our writers to succeed, to thrive, to sell books, and to pursue their fiction passionately. We also want ALL writers to succeed and achieve their dreams of crafting excellent books and connecting with an audience who will love what they do. We firmly believe there has never been a better time to be an author. We also believe publishing is not a zero-sum game and that a rising tide lifts all boats. For that reason, we offer a variety of writing resources for folks looking to grow as wordsmiths or publish their books independently.


Find out about all our great books at www.ShadowAlleyPress.com
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