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      The Darkling City has fallen, but its final Stronghold remains.

      With the Reality Editor in hand, Jack thought the assault on Skalahólt would be a short victorious war, but his army has been stopped cold, and worse, someone close to him has been taken by the Overmind of Death. Every second counts if Jack wants her back alive, but to even have a chance, he’ll have to leave his troops behind and dive into Thanatos’s twisted game within a game.

      Stranded behind enemy lines with only one shot at victory, Jack is faced with seemingly impossible challenges that will require him to think outside himself, to change, and even to lose. But as the puzzles take a new turn and the other Overminds finally reveal their hands, it soon becomes clear that more than just this battle or even the war is at stake. Eldgard’s future is being written in Jack’s every action and word, and the Travelers may not have a place in it…
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      The city of Skálaholt burned as I marched across the cobblestone streets and toward the center of the undead Necropolis.

      Up ahead, marble steps rose to a set of double doors that barred the way into the Empirical Library. Thanatos’ stronghold. His last refuge. Chiseled columns lined the front of the sprawling, temple-like structure that looked like it had been modeled after St. Peter’s Basilica. Domineering statues of the Overminds lined the edge of the roof, and rising up behind them was a black dome the color of a fresh oil slick. The twisted corpselight swirling above the undead city painted the library with lurid, dancing shadows and patches of watery green light.

      It was like something out of a nightmare.

      And it was a nightmare. My nightmare.

      We’d done so much. Come so far. But still this place stood like a monument to our failure. Through seemingly endless bloodshed, we’d managed to invade the realm of a digital god, beat down a swarm of the undead, and seize an impenetrable city. We’d accomplished what everyone had sworn was impossible. It still wasn’t enough. Even though we’d managed to slow Thanatos’ creeping victory into Eldgard, we hadn’t beat him. He was in there, tucked away behind the safety of the building’s marble façade, which stood as a sign of his indomitable might.

      And the price of our victory…

      So many dead and gone. So many costly sacrifices.

      Instinctively, I clenched my fist around the crystal key in my hand as I envisioned Abby’s body, crumpled and unmoving. Her eyes lifeless as I held her slumped body against my chest. I’d jumped through every hoop and played the Overminds’ games, and in the end, all my power hadn’t been able to save the one person who mattered most to me in this new world.

      Abby was the anchor that reminded me of who I was, where I’d come from, and what we were fighting for. She and I weren’t in this for power or glory or political domination. We didn’t want an empire. We wanted pizza and late nights with friends. We were fighting for good coffee and great books. For holding hands together and watching the sun dip low as kids played in the grass, giggling and happy. We were waging a war for normalcy. Battling tooth and nail for everything that had been taken from us by an indifferent universe and a cadre of corrupt billionaires.

      And now she was gone. Lost. The only person I had left from my old life had been stolen from me. But if what Jeff had told me was true, then maybe it wasn’t too late to save her. And that was a chance I had to take, no matter how bad the odds.

      “Jack, you don’t want to do this,” Osmark said from beside me, his long legs eating up the ground to keep pace with me.

      “Oh, I definitely do,” I replied, not even bothering to slow down.

      In three quick strides, the Artificer stepped around me, barring my path. He’d straightened his top hat and adjusted his fine silk jacket, but he was still a mess from the fight against the Hungry Ghosts—Thanatos’ final ambush, which had nearly cost us everything. Which had cost me my best friend. Dirt and sweat marred his face, and copious amounts of blood stained his Artificer’s finery. “I know you’re angry, and your reaction is understandable, but we can’t just storm in there.”

      “Like hell we can’t. Now get out of my way,” I barked, a snarl creeping across my lips, “or I’ll make you get out of my way.”

      He raised his hands, showing me empty palms.

      “I’m not trying to pick a fight with you, Jack. The endgame is in sight—we are standing on the precipice even now.” He half turned and waved toward the doors. “But that is exactly the time to regroup and reflect. We need to be smart about this. If we blunder in there motivated by nothing more than blind rage, we will lose. And not just your chance at bringing Ms. Hollander back from the dead. We will lose the chance to save this world and all the people in it.” He dropped a hand onto my shoulder, meeting my eyes and refusing to look away. “We have never been closer to ultimate success, but we have also never been closer to catastrophic failure.”

      I took a deep breath and pressed my eyes shut, desperately trying to rein in my anger. Some part of me knew he was right. Osmark could be a cold-hearted bastard when he wanted to, but that was also why he was such a dangerous foe and a valuable ally. Because he never let emotion drive him. The facts were what they were. Rigid and inflexible, just like the tech billionaire. When I opened my eyes again, more people had crowded onto the stairs in front of me, blocking the way.

      Jeff Berkowitz, the former Darkling turned informant, stood beside his old boss. He was tall and as lean as a malnourished wolf, with a thick red beard partially covering his gaunt face. He was decked out in heavy black plate armor, the metal twisted like melting wax, spikes poking out from the pauldrons and peppering his steel gauntlets. On the Artificer’s other side was Sandra, Osmark’s chief of operations. She wore a scowl that could peel paint and had an oversized crossbow strapped to her back just in case her glare didn’t stop you cold.

      “We don’t have the time to plan out some elaborate assault,” I said. “Abby might only have hours left. If we stand around here waiting for the dust to settle, it could be days. Weeks.”

      Although we’d managed to remove the mystic shield protecting Skálaholt and forced Thanatos to go to ground, this was still very much a city at war. Fires lit up the perpetual twilight sky, and plumes of smoke billowed across the cityscape. Choking ash filled the air, and the scent of blood and burning flesh hung in the back of my throat. In the distance, siege weapons let loose a barrage of heavy artillery, stones and ballista bolts crashing into buildings with thunderous roars. Rebel and Imperial forces advanced street by street, house by house, fighting the Darklings and Vogthar that still called this place home.

      Who knew how long it would be before the fighting finally died down?

      “That’s not what I’m advocating for.” Osmark pulled an odd golden watch from his jacket pocket and glanced at its face. He nodded, seemingly satisfied by whatever he saw there, and stowed it away. “We’ve already done the bulk of the heavy lifting. We have more than enough competent generals and advisors to handle the minutiae of locking the city down. The Darklings will continue to fight, I have no doubt, but eventually we will win. Besides, the real war isn’t with them anyway. They are symptoms of a much larger problem.”

      “Thanatos,” I said flatly.

      “Precisely. But we only have one chance to go in there, and if we get anything wrong, the odds of us coming out on top shrink dramatically. You need to believe me about that. The fact that Ms. Hollander—”

      “Abby,” I said, cutting him off. “Not Ms. Hollander. Abby.”

      “Of course,” Osmark continued smoothly. “The fact that Abby isn’t going to be accompanying us on the initial leg of the journey already lowers our chances of success considerably. I’ve seen nearly every scenario play out—ones where Cutter dies, or Amara, or even myself. This scenario…” He hesitated as though afraid he’d already said too much. “It was always the one possibility I was hoping to avoid,” he finished quietly.

      “What does that even mean?” I asked, brow furrowed. “What the hell do you know that you aren’t telling us?” I reached for the handle of the warhammer hanging at my hip. The haft of Mad God’s Fury was reassuring underneath my fingertips.

      “Now isn’t the time or the place for that conversation,” he said sharply. “But I can tell you in no uncertain terms that if we have any hope of surviving what’s to come, we need to pick our next steps wisely.”

      “What’s there to talk about, eh?” Cutter asked. “We have Thanatos pinned in that building, and Jack has the key to the door. Between the Alliance and the Legion, we have enough troops to fill that bloody place from ceiling to rafters. I say we just open the door, send the whole gods-be-damned army in to deal with any Vog or Darklings hiding out inside, then Jack can walk in behind them, save Abby, and mop up whatever’s left of Thanatos. We call it a day, celebrate like kings, and I fall asleep drunk to the gills on top of a mattress covered with gold.”

      He brushed his hands as if to say that’s that.

      Jeff snorted and folded his arms across his chest. “That’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard. You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried. We could send every living soul in Morsheim into the library, and it would eat them up like an appetizer. We’d never see a single one of them again. Doesn’t matter what it looks like on the outside, that place is a dungeon. The ultimate dungeon. You don’t beat a dungeon with an army, you beat it with a party. Especially considering it’s crawling with Fail-Safes.”

      I shuddered involuntarily when the Morta Knight mentioned the Fail-Safes.

      I’d run up against one of the odd creatures not so long ago, tucked away in a backwater temple controlled by the Vogthar Lore Keepers. The Fail-Safes congregated around memory nodes that, according to Osmark, were essential parts of the deep V.G.O. memory bank system. Those nodes acted as data storage points that intersected with the library in some way I didn’t fully understand. The information and data stored within was essential to the world but was mostly read-only, and the Fail-Safes made sure no one tampered with them.

      Not even the Overminds.

      They weren’t monsters or even thinking creatures so much as they were the physical embodiment of counter-intrusion software. As far as I was aware, not even the Overminds could summon, control, or influence them. They simply roamed the nodes and the library, scanning and neutralizing unauthorized code. Eliminating with extreme prejudice anything that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      Just as the Fail-Safes were the embodiment of the system’s antivirus, the Empirical Library was the in-game embodiment of the servers. According to Jeff, it contained the processor, the BIOS, and a separate log file that housed all the commentary, data analytics, and log files. It stood to reason that the place would be infested with the lifeless killing machines. Jeff was right, sending in an army would be a death sentence. And that wasn’t even factoring in all of the nasty surprises Thanatos likely had waiting inside. The Overmind of Death was ruthless, but he was also pragmatic and smart and devious.

      He would be prepared for a frontal assault.

      “That fancy key you have,” Jeff said, “will probably keep the Fail-Safes at bay. Maybe. But you can’t be everywhere at once.”

      “Fine,” I replied, loosening the death grip I had on my hammer. The idea of waiting even another minute was sickening, but Osmark and Jeff knew more about Thanatos than anyone. I wasn’t going to wait forever, but I also couldn’t save Abby if I was dead. “What exactly are you proposing?” I asked.

      “A small party.” Jeff uncrossed his arms and rubbed at his chin. “No more than six. Maybe seven at the outside. I think I can get a group that size into the central Archives where Thanatos is probably camped out. More than that will bring the Fail-Safes down on us like a goddamned avalanche. I’m obviously in,” he said, “and we couldn’t keep Rob away short of sending him for respawn. Jack, you make three.” He paused and glanced at Cutter.

      The rogue cocked his head to the side and manifested a shadowy blade. “Obviously I’m not letting you all go into that death trap alone,” he said. “The whole lot of you wouldn’t make it a day without me. I’m the best bloody thief in Eldgard, and I’m about to be the best bloody thief in Morsheim, too.”

      “It’ll probably be a suicide mission,” I said in all seriousness.

      Cutter offered me a lopsided grin and disappeared his blade. “Every mission with you is a suicide mission. Not but twelve hours ago, you forced me to literally plunge a knife into my own chest so I could respawn as an undead revenant inside the arse end of the Underworld. If that didn’t stop me, this certainly won’t. Besides, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, I’m too damned pretty for the gods to kill.”

      “I too will go,” Amara chipped in matter-of-factly. “I am duty bound by clan and blood and honor. Abby Hollander is my friend, and she would do the same for—”

      A commotion near one of the side streets cut her short.

      “Let me through!” bellowed a gruff, familiar voice.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” said a guard decked out in Alliance gear, “but you aren’t authorized to be here.”

      “Like you could stop me,” the intruder boomed at the top of his lungs.

      A halo of red light exploded from a towering Risi in heavy plate mail, and he charged the line of sentries, swatting them out of the way like flies. Otto Staldain. The guards scrambled back to their feet and drew weapons in a flash, trying to encircle him, but they looked nervous. And for good reason. As a skilled Battle Warden, former emissary of the Òrdugh an Garda Anam—the Order of the Soulbound—and the current magistrate of the Risi capital of Glome Corrie, Abby’s NPC companion cut an intimidating figure. Especially when it looked like he wanted to turn you into meat pulp.

      “Hold your weapons,” I called, my voice carrying even over the distant sounds of battle. “He’s with us.”

      Otto grunted, straightened his cloak, and stormed forward with murder burning in his eyes. He carried anger with him like a shield, but I’d never seen him this mad before. Or maybe this hurt.

      “You’re supposed to be back in Glome Corrie,” I said, “holding the line in case the Vog try anything clever.”

      “And you were supposed to keep Abby safe,” he shot back, drawing his colossal sword. His fingers tightened around the hilt of the two-handed weapon. Tension built in the air as he approached like a rabid bear with the scent of blood in his nose. I didn’t move—didn’t even bat an eye. I knew Otto wouldn’t hurt me. Abby wouldn’t have wanted that. The green-skinned Risi raised the sword up high, but still I didn’t go for my weapon. Finally, he lowered the blade, letting its tip scrape against the cobblestones.

      “Is she… gone?” he finally said, a dull note of defeat in his voice. “Truly gone?”

      I was quiet for a second, choosing my words carefully. “She’s dead. Hexblade to the throat.” His sword clattered to the ground and his spine sagged. “But there might be a way to get her back,” I said.

      “How?” he asked, an ember of hope flickering to life where only hate had been before.

      “We go in there”—I hooked a thumb toward the library—“kick Thanatos’ teeth in, and pull her out from the Halls of the Dead. If we can.”

      “Then I’m coming.”

      “Whoa. Hey,” Jeff interjected, “I’m really digging this Fellowship of the Ring moment—you have my sword and my axe and my bow and all that jazz—but like I said, we need to keep this party small. Rob, myself, Jack, Cutter, Amara, and hopefully Abby.” He stuck up one finger at a time as he listed off the names. “That gives us six. We already have full coverage. I might cave if you had a great healer in mind, but we sure as hell don’t need a vanilla tank tagging along and slowing us down.”

      “You’ll be lucky to keep up with me,” Otto growled as he swept up his blade from the street. “And my presence isn’t up for debate. I’m coming.” His sword pulsed with a bloody red light.

      “Big talk,” Jeff said, summoning an ebony battle-axe that radiated a miasma of necrotic energy, “but I think you’re overestimating your abilities just a hair, big guy.”

      “If you think so, Darkling, then I invite you to come find out how wrong you are.”

      “We need him, Otto,” I said, jaw tightening. “And this is my call not yours, Jeff.” I paused and gave Otto a once-over. He looked like crap. Bags under his eyes. Armor scuffed and bloodstained. If I had to guess, I’d say he hadn’t slept in a week. But he cared about Abby and he was handy to have in a fight, even if he couldn’t respawn. “If he wants in, he’s in.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” Jeff grumbled. “We’ll just bring everyone with us. You want to come along, rando guard on the side of the road?” he yelled at one of the sentries.

      “Believe it or not,” Osmark said dryly, “that isn’t your worst idea. Thanatos will have accounted for our core team, but having a random element in the party might serve us well. All things considered, I think bringing the Risi along is a fantastic idea.”

      “Yeah, of course you do. Why stop there then?” Jeff shot back. “Why don’t we just drag Sandra along? We could probably use a babysitter with all the people we’re bringing in like this is some sort of tourist trip into Disneyland and not a raid on the deadliest dungeon in V.G.O.”

      “Funny,” Osmark said, “but no. Sandra will be remaining behind.”

      “But, sir—” she started to say.

      “I’m sorry, but this is the way it has to be,” Osmark said, tone hard and sharp. “I need someone competent manning the helm during my protracted absence, and you’re the only person I trust to do the job.”

      She gave him a thin smile and a nod, though I knew Sandra well enough to know she wanted to fight him on it.

      But I also knew she wouldn’t undermine him. Not in public. Osmark turned toward the rest of them. “An hour is all I ask for. There are a few loose ends I need to tie up and some essential supplies we need to get. Once that’s done, we can be on our way.”

      “Fine, one hour,” I offered begrudgingly. “One. But then I’m going in with or without you…”
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      I wandered along the rubble-strewn streets of Skálaholt, always keeping the library’s dome in sight, while an in-game timer ticked away in the corner of my eye. I’d promised Osmark one hour and not a second longer. He and Sandra had popped a portal scroll, likely back to the Imperial Legion’s Morsheim headquarters. I’d briefly considered doing the same, making a pit stop at the Alliance stronghold in Idruz, but quickly dismissed it out of hand. I’d fought tooth and nail to get inside of Skálaholt’s walls, and I wasn’t leaving without Abby alive and Thanatos dead—preferably with his head on the end of a pike.

      Instead, Cutter and Amara had agreed to head over to HQ and let our generals, officers, and administrators know what was happening and resupply for the upcoming raid. Jeff told us it was likely our in-game comms would go dead once we were inside Thanatos’ dungeon. The library was technically a restricted area, and like in other such zones, portals, comms, and even maps worked sporadically at best. As angry as I was, I had to admit there was some small measure of wisdom in Osmark’s suggestions.

      It wouldn’t serve anyone to have the entire high command of both the Alliance and the Empire go missing with no explanation and no contingency plan in place. Especially since we had no idea how long we’d be gone.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      Issuing orders and providing our team with details was important, but the thought of some paper-pushing advisor telling me I shouldn’t go chasing after Abby would make me want to burn the Alliance headquarters to the ground. And someone would tell me not to go. I’d bet all the gold in the Crimson Alliance vault on it. Hell, there would probably be a platoon of officials telling me it was too dangerous. They would say losing Abby was already a great loss and that the movement couldn’t afford to sacrifice both of us. That’s the way they talked.

      As though I were some political figurehead and not just an EMT from San Diego who’d been operating a medic bus before the world ended. I couldn’t stomach hearing any of that, not right now. Amara would handle it. She’d stalk in there like a swamp jaguar and start barking orders, and woe to anyone that crossed her or didn’t move fast enough for her liking. She was the daughter of one of the most powerful war chiefs in the Storme Marshes, and she was just as competent leading armies as she was hunting monsters.

      Cutter would probably use the time to grab one more pint before we headed in.

      I had left Otto sitting on the front steps outside the library—like me, he only had one place to be and only one thing on his mind: getting Abby back. But his anger would only feed my own, and I knew deep down that charging in, my head filled with rage, would ultimately end in disaster. So, I walked alone, trailing up and down empty streets. I couldn’t go too far, because we had set a cordon up around the perimeter of the library and I didn’t want to cross it. There was still ample fighting in the city itself, and straying too far could inadvertently lead me into a war party of Darklings or Vogthar.

      I wasn’t worried about dying, but I didn’t want to get caught up in a battle and lose track of time.

      As I wandered, boots clacking hollowly on the cobblestones underfoot, I couldn’t stop thinking about Abby. A low mist had settled in, patches of white clinging to the ground, swirling as I moved. It muted the noise of the fighting, casting everything into an eerie silence. Maybe it was because I was so damned tired, but shapes seemed to dance in the fog, always just out of sight. More than once, I thought I caught a glimpse of Abby—a flash of her red dress, here then gone. A flicker of kinky reddish-brown hair right around the corner. But when I rushed to catch up, the streets were empty as ever.

      It felt like I was being haunted by her memory.

      I walked past a little coffee shop, the Kahvilak, and a wave of sadness threatened to overwhelm me. The café itself was a quaint shop of white stone, a golden awning protruding over a stone walkway with a variety of tables and chairs positioned beneath the awning. Creeping wisteria vines dotted with brilliant lilac flowers crawled along the building’s façade and carpeted the top of the overhang. A squat stone retaining wall encompassing the patio area was draped with sheets of pearl-white star jasmines.

      Despite the fact that I was wandering through inner city Skálaholt, this place would’ve been at home in Rowanheath or Harrowick or New Viridia. I’d eaten breakfast or taken afternoon coffee with Abby at a hundred different shops just like this one. She and I were always so busy with Alliance business—status briefs, logistics updates, supply reports, and a hundred other tasks—or quests that we hardly ever saw each other. Except for meals. Everyone had to eat, so that had become our de facto touchstone.

      “Sorry, General, but I have a meeting scheduled over lunch—can’t miss it.”

      She and I bonded over a slice of old-world pizza, delivered in new-world ways—smoked swamp croc in lieu of pepperoni, sprinkled with Blackpatch Clover instead of oregano. We’d sip Western Brew on a patio in Yunnam, watching the world lurch by while the cool breeze from the swamp whistled through the streets, momentarily offering a reprieve from the sweltering heat of the south lands. We joked over dinner or took private meals in our suite in the Darkshard Keep. It was so easy to envision myself sitting in this little café, holding hands with her while we talked about all the things we missed.

      Gaming sessions with friends. Hitting the waves along Pacific Beach, like we’d done so often back in our college days. Eating fistfuls of Cheetos while slurping down Mountain Dew during a DnD session. She and I had gamed together online for years, but the first time we’d ever met in person had been during Tabletop night over at Drew’s Legendary Game Shop in San Diego. We’d had precious little time to do things like that since transitioning to V.G.O., but we promised that it would be different one day.

      Once the fighting was over and there was something that resembled peace, we could lounge around and read books or play games to our hearts’ content.

      I trailed my fingers along the retaining wall and plucked a white flower. I held it up to my nose and breathed deeply. It reminded me of warm summer nights and ripe nectarines. I grimaced, twirled it between my thumb and index finger, and left the café behind, unable to look at it for another second. Unfortunately, it seemed I’d wandered into the restaurant district of Skálaholt, because every second or third shop was a café or bistro or eatery. All of them a subtle reminder that I’d never have another meal with my best friend. I picked up my pace, scanning the mists, and hooked a left down the nearest alley.

      My feet faltered after only a few steps.

      A dead Vog lay across my path, his black eyes glazed over, his limbs akimbo. Scripts, now lifeless, crawled up his arms and legs; his belly had been sliced open, and gray gore covered a nearby wall. We’d secured this section of the city, but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been fighting, and a lot of it. After killing the Vogthar for so long, I almost stepped over his lifeless corpse, but then I thought of Zendu, the Vogthar Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste. He’d given his life to get us inside this city. To help save his people.

      My mind skipped to Haven, the first Thar settlement located outside of Morsheim. Abby was the one who’d pushed me to do the right thing with the Thar refugees—to take them in and build a place for them, even when everyone else only saw monsters in need of extermination. Just like she’d done with the Sky Maiden. It seemed like everyone else was always looking for the expedient thing to do, while she looked for the right thing to do. Abby was the one who’d uncovered Osmark’s conspiracy, and she was the one who’d taken a stand to stop him, even when she was all alone and wildly outclassed.

      The mists twirled, and for a thin moment I saw gray-skinned Thar children racing through the trees in the Avilynn Wood near the Catacombs of the Forsaken. Dancing along grassy gnolls while they played with brown-furred spiders and rode on Jo-Dan’s corpse hounds. That was the last chance I’d had to spend time alone with Abby before we’d taken our run against Skálaholt. I leaned against the alley wall, letting the cool mist brush my skin, and pressed my eyes shut. I lifted the jasmine to my nose again and breathed deeply, trying to recall every detail I could from that last night together.

      Abby and I stood on a slight rise away from the rest of Haven, looking down on the flutters of movement as the Vogthar settled into their new dwellings, spiderkin making rounds, ensuring the new inhabitants were tucked safely away from harm behind the low palisade walls we’d worked so hard to build. The sun was setting, almost gone. It cast a dreamy kaleidoscope of pinks and oranges across the sky, while the silver moon rose and the warmth bled from the land.

      I dropped to a knee, slipped a hand into my pocket, and pulled free a golden band with a diamond stud perched on top.

      “I don’t know how long I have with you,” I said, voice filled with uncertainty, “but I’m going to appreciate every single second we get together. I’m not going to live with regrets.” Her hair was frizzy, and her face was smudged with dirt and sweat from a hard day’s work. She’d never looked more beautiful. I raised the ring then, and the stone caught a moonbeam, glimmering like a trapped star. “So, I guess what I want to know, Abby, is will you marry me?”

      Her eyes locked onto the ring, her chest hitching a little. For a long, terrible moment I thought she was going to say no… But then she squealed and accepted the ring, sliding it onto her finger with a gasp. Before I could say anything else, she pulled me to my feet and threw her arms around me, squeezing the life out of me with her enthusiasm.

      I took another long whiff of the flower, pretending it was the smell of her hair, even though the scent was all wrong.

      “Of course I’ll marry you.” She and I swayed back and forth. “There’s no one else I’d rather be in this with than you,” she murmured into my chest.

      My gut clenched, and the memory I’d summoned around myself wobbled and shattered, disappearing like a ghost in the mist. I lowered the flower and glanced down to a plain golden band wrapped around my left ring finger. A reminder of what had been. Or almost been, rather. That ring represented what had been taken from me and what I was fighting for. Not just Abby, but my future with her. A future filled with long nights and early morning coffee, books and board games, and kids playing without the fear of war and death looming over them.

      With a sigh, I dropped the flower on the Vog’s corpse, sent up a silent prayer for him, then turned back the way I’d come.

      After wandering aimlessly for a few more blocks, I stumbled into a little garden with a stone bench, a couple of cherry blossom trees in full bloom, and a water fountain at the center. Naturally, the fountain had a life-sized statue of Thanatos at its center. The statue had one hand raised, and perched on his fingers was a brilliant stone bird, its wings outstretched, a tail of granite peacock feathers trailing down. The bird had its bill thrown wide, crystal-clear water streaming out and pitter-pattering into the basin. Even in that I saw flashes of Abby.

      A phoenix rising up from the hand of death itself.

      I’d done a good job of keeping my anger in check, but seeing that statue broke something in me. A lump formed in my throat and before I knew it, I had my warhammer out, clutched in a white-knuckled grip. Silent as the mist around me, I triggered Savage Blow and laid into the statue. The clang of metal echoed, and chunks of stone spiraled and flipped away, clattering on the ground. I couldn’t stop. My arm rose and fell, rose and fell, the hammer smashing through Thanatos’ face, then caving in his chest. My shoulder burned from the strain, but I didn’t stop until only Thanatos’ upraised hand remained, the phoenix untouched.

      Finally, I swiped my hand across my brow, shoved the weapon back into the frog at my belt, and dropped onto the bench. My chest was heaving from the effort.

      “That’s impressive work,” someone grunted. A shape emerged from the fog—big, bulky, shoulders hunched forward. “Didn’t mean to interrupt you,” Otto said. “I didn’t think anyone else would be here. I remembered seeing this place on the way in and thought I might do the same thing.” He nodded toward the decimated statue.

      “Nothing to apologize for,” I said, easing back into the bench. “Want to sit?” I gestured toward the open seat beside me.

      He looked skeptical. Eventually, though, he tromped around and dropped onto the bench with a groan of metal. He pulled out his oversized sword, placed it tip down, and leaned forward, his hands laced together around the handle. We didn’t talk, just embraced the quiet solitude of the mist while we watched the water dribble.

      “I don’t blame you,” he said after a while. “For Abby’s death, I mean. I know you loved her.” He paused. “I know you love her,” he corrected himself, lips pulling into a tight line. “I… I lashed out at you because the person who’s really to blame isn’t here. And even if Thanatos were, there’s nothing I could do to hurt him.” He grimaced and shook his blocky head.

      “That’s kind of you,” I said, giving him a sidelong glance, “but it’s okay if you do blame me. I blame myself. What if I’d been a little quicker? What if I’d made her stay behind?” I ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t do that to yourself,” Otto said. “Nothing good comes from that kind of thinking, and I should know—I spent twenty years ruminating about all the mistakes I’ve made. Trying to figure out what I could’ve done differently to stop the Empire from advancing. Didn’t do me any good and it won’t do you any good, either. Regret is a mirror best not looked into, because all you will see is dim reflections that hold no answers. As for stopping her, you and I both know you couldn’t have stopped Abby even if you’d hog-tied her and locked her in a Dead Bind Cell. When she wants something, she gets it.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, I suppose that’s true enough.”

      “It’s one of the things I respect the most about her. She has this unflappable certainty about her. No matter how long the odds, no matter how bad things get, she just hunkers down and does the work. For being a glass cannon, she has the attitude of a tank. Has that same indomitability of will.” He dropped his head, twisting his massive sword absently between his palms. “She believes so strongly that it has a way of making you believe too. She did that for me. Believed in me enough to make me believe in myself.” He glanced at me over one pauldron. “Don’t suppose she ever told you how we met?”

      “Only briefly,” I replied with a lopsided shrug.

      Otto nodded. “That’s just like her. Wanted to save face for me, I’m sure. When we first crossed paths, I was a disgraced Battle Warden. Expelled from the Rebellion. Wandering from village to village. Eking out a living doing odd jobs, simple caravan quests. Taking out the occasional bandit. She was this poor, powerless, weak thing. Looked like a drowned kitten. But there was something about her that called to me. She needed me in a way that no one had really needed me for years—that was part of it. Turned out, she didn’t need me nearly as much as I needed her. She drew me in with her purpose and drew the most out of me. Made me better than I had any right to be.”

      “Me too,” I said softly.

      “I love her too, you know,” Otto said. “Not in the way you do, of course—I have Arcona thanks to Abby. But I love her for what she is and what she sees in the world. She is the kind of person the world is worth saving for.” His hands tightened around the hilt of his sword. “I’ve been thinking that maybe you should leave me behind. It’s painful for me to admit, but the Darkling might be right about me. I’m too weak for this. The power you have… The power Abby has…” He paused and stared down at rough calloused hands.

      “It makes me ashamed at how little I can do to help. Of my brothers and sisters, I was always the strongest. My father, he tasked me with protecting my siblings when the Imperials came for us, and I took that task seriously. Abby is like a sister to me, and I want to protect her. To save her. But what am I against Aspects and Overminds? I’m no match for the things we’re liable to face inside that library. But I know you’ll do right by her, Jack.” He thumped his breastplate. “I know in my heart that you’ll do everything you can to save her. To make Thanatos pay. If you think it’s better for me to stay behind, I will.”

      I considered him carefully. He wasn’t wrong.

      Otto was a powerful fighter by V.G.O. standards, but he would also be the weakest member of our party. And although Battle Warden was a solid fighter class with some tanking potential, it wasn’t rare. It was a class that a thousand other Travelers and Citizens had, and its versatility was limited, especially since we had Jeff. Bringing along a powerful healer or a summoner class would’ve made far more sense. But those people didn’t care about Abby the way Otto did. Abby believed in Otto, and so would I. Doing the smart thing and the right thing weren’t always the same thing. And my gut said bringing him along was the right thing to do.

      The thing Abby would’ve wanted.

      I stood and offered him a hand. “I wouldn’t want anyone else. Now let’s go save her.”
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      The lock was three sizes too big, but the crystal key slid in and turned the tumblers over with a satisfying click. A prompt flickered in the corner of my eye, letting me know that I’d just drained ten charges from the Reality Editor: 572/1,000 remaining. Every use sent a jolt of worry through my body. I still wasn’t entirely sure what all the Editor could do or even what its main function was, but it was powerful. Powerful enough to open any door and even to kill an Aspect—I’d discovered that after going toe-to-toe with Aleixo Carrera outside the walls of Skálaholt.

      In theory, it was even powerful enough to wipe out Thanatos. But it wasn’t infinitely powerful.

      Every charge was precious, and I didn’t dare risk using too many before I finally came face-to-face with the mad Overmind. Who knew how many charges it would take to subdue him?

      I pulled the key free, draped it around my neck on an enchanted golden chain, then pushed the doors inward with the palm of my hand. A little shove was all it took. Though the doors barring the way into the Empirical Library were mammoth things, big enough to accommodate an army, they swung inward on silent hinges, revealing a gloomy hallway yawning off into the distance like a hungry mouth.

      I licked my lips and made a move forward, but Cutter stopped me.

      “Beauty before brawn, friend.” He shot me a wink and ghosted in on silent feet, his dual daggers, Peril and Plunder, at the ready. Otto shoved his way past me, beady eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of threat. Jeff and Osmark went next, with Amara bringing up the rear. They formed up in a little circle, waiting for me. As soon as I stepped over the threshold, the doors ever so slowly swung shut with a life and will of their own. I took one last glance back, knowing I might never see the world outside this library again.

      Sandra watched us with sad eyes, the doors closing to a sliver. She raised one hand, giving Osmark a small wave. The pained look tattooed on her face said she never expected to see him again. Sandra was a hard woman. Tough as nails. I’d never seen her look so vulnerable before. Or so afraid. Then the sliver was gone, sealing us away. We stood in a world devoid of light. At level fifteen, my passive Night Eye ability gave me a thirty-six percent improvement at night or in poor lighting conditions, but even that didn’t help. The darkness was complete.

      “Watch your eyes,” Osmark said from somewhere up ahead.

      There was a gentle click and whirl followed by a sudden bloom of light. A small pair of mechanical orbs took to the air, illuminating the hallway with a blaze of artificial light. A halo of bright white bounced off the walls and floor but did nothing to dispel the endless darkness overhead.

      “Don’t worry about this,” Jeff said, marching confidently to the front of the pack. “This is just the reception hall. It’s mostly for show. Although, if you don’t know the lay of the land, you could follow this for miles and miles and miles and never come to the end. Thanatos never expressly told me so, but I think he uses some sort of spatial tether to loop the hallway back in on itself. Luckily, you’ve got an inside man.” He paced out ten precise steps, then turned and faced the right-hand wall.

      The walls themselves were crafted from dull gray brick, each stone indistinguishable from the last, but that didn’t seem to concern the Morta Knight in the least. With quick, familiar motions he tapped out a code against the bricks, each one lighting up with ghostly green power as he touched it. Another lock and another door. The stones folded in on themselves, forming an archway that led to a circular foyer with a golden domed ceiling overhead. Unlike the ominous hallway, this room was warm and welcoming.

      The floors were white marble streaked with veins of gold, and on the walls, sconces glowed with inviting yellow light. In the center of the room was the main attraction: an immense floating golden sphere with dozens of concentric metallic rings whirling around and around. The rings were various thicknesses and composed of an assortment of metals—some silver, others gold or bronze, a few that might’ve been steel or platinum. Each was inscribed with hundreds of intricate symbols. Flashes of blue light raced across those symbols as the rings spun, lighting up in a myriad of different configurations with each rotation.

      Cutter whistled though his teeth.

      “Bugger me good. Look at all that bloody gold. If I could find a way to get at that nugget in the center, I could retire from thieving for life. I wouldn’t retire, obviously, but I could.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t try it unless you fantasize about dying an extremely slow and painful death,” Jeff said. “There’s enough mystic current running through those rings to charbroil every single one of us on the spot.”

      “What is it?” I asked, eyes narrowing as I tried to track the flashing runes. Recently, I’d been spending my off-hours with Betty Howard, the Alliance’s foremost Arcane Scrivener, and although I was getting better with runecraft, I still had a long way to go. I recognized more than a few of those symbols, though. Most of them were utterly foreign, but I spotted several spatial runes, indicating time, place, and directional orientation. Why those would be there, I couldn’t begin to guess at.

      “It’s an armillary sphere,” Osmark said, clasping his hands behind his back as he studied the hypnotic movements of the machine. “Independently created by both the Greeks and the Chinese, these devices were principally built to map constellations and other astronomical features.”

      “Leave it to you to know how to use an armillary sphere, Rob.” Jeff shook his head. “He’s not wrong, though. That’s what it’s modeled off of, but this thing is different. Instead of mapping the stars, it’s used to map the current shape and position of the library. That golden ball at the center represents the Viridian Gate Archives, a fixed point in space-time that everything else revolves around. That’s where the core processors are, including all the files for the Overmind operations. That’s also where we’re going to find Thanatos.”

      “What do all the rings tell us?” Amara asked.

      Jeff frowned, drumming his fingers against his legs. “That part’s a bit trickier to explain,” he said. “This place isn’t like any other building in V.G.O. It’s a dungeon that doubles as a catalog of information. A comprehensive index of people, places, and important events. It also acts as the de facto operations system that holds it all together. For lack of a better term, this place is the motherboard.”

      “But why does it belong to Thanatos, then?” I asked. “He’s the Overmind of Death. Shouldn’t this stuff belong in a temple to Gaia? Or maybe Cronos, I guess?”

      “Not at all,” Osmark said. “Overmind of Death is actually only Thanatos’ ancillary role. Although Thanatos does perform post-mortem analysis on Travelers and Citizens, his meta-function within the world of V.G.O. is far larger. In many ways, he is the most advanced of all the Overminds, and for good reason. Each Overmind was entrusted with a core functionality and given immense amounts of data to analyze, but only as it pertained to their specific purpose.

      “But not Thanatos. He is responsible for performing analytic evaluations for all of V.G.O.’s internal systems, which includes monitoring the other Overminds. There are some areas that are hard locked against tampering, but he has access to virtually every processing node. Every piece of data in every server. His role expanded considerably the closer to launch we got, and because of the amount of information he had access to, his processing power increased exponentially. This library is the glue that holds the world together—the Dark Tower at the center of creation—and for better or worse, Thanatos is its caretaker.”

      Everyone was quiet for a long beat. Cutter was the one to break the tense silence.

      “Right. None of that means absolutely anything to me. Motherboards and meta-processing? Bunch of bollocks. Might as well be speaking a foreign language. How’s about we get back to the bit about these fancy lights and what they mean, eh?”

      Jeff threw his hands up. “Amateurs. I can’t believe you are the people who are supposed to save the world. Look, the library itself is constantly shifting. In here, time and space aren’t necessarily linear, they’re logarithmic. Think about the library like the cogs of a giant clock. Constantly turning and shifting—space and time folding in on itself.” He interlocked his fingers together.

      “Everything meshes. It’s fluid. Thanatos can perform a hundred quadrillion floating-point operations per second, so he can dash around here without a problem, and the Vog navigate the place based on the Scripts Thanatos carves into them. But for folks like us? That’s where the armillary sphere comes into play. Basically, it tells us where everything in the library is at a given moment and how to get from point A to point B.”

      He headed over to the far side of the room, where a single door waited. There was no discernable lock. Jeff tracked the wheel for a second then pulled the door open.

      On the other side was a wasteland covered in a layer of crystalline ice and frozen blood. Behind the desolate landscape rose a city of black weathered stone with a sprawling complex of slender obsidian spires jutting up like pieces of jagged broken glass. Armies of Imperials clashed on the tundra, squaring off against battalions of fierce Risi. Colossal siege engines roared, flinging immense stones and loosing ballista bolts meant to breach the city’s formidable outer wall. An arrow sailed through the door and slammed into the spinning wheel, instantly disintegrating into motes of dust.

      Jeff promptly slammed the door.

      “That was the fall of Glome Corrie, circa 622 AIC. The last stand of the Risi. In here, history doesn’t just reside on the pages of books. It’s all accessible.”

      An ember of hope burned inside my chest as I tracked the armillary sphere. “Does that mean this thing can show us the way to the Halls of the Dead?”

      “No,” Jeff said, giving his head a quick shake. “Well, no and yes. We can get there eventually, but it’ll take some time. The rings are like layers. From this door, we can only travel to a given point on the outer ring. There is no direct access point on the outer ring with the Halls of the Dead.”

      Otto balled his hands into fists. “And we are just expected to take his word on it?” He glowered at the Morta Knight. “This man is a fiend. A known Darkling. His knowledge of this place is a condemnation against him. How can we possibly trust his word? Wasn’t he the one who led you into the ambush at the pagoda of Hungry Ghost?”

      Otto’s accusation hung heavy in the air.

      “One,” Osmark said when no one else spoke, “I have known Jeff for a very long time, and although we have not always seen eye to eye on everything—”

      “That’s the understatement of the century,” Jeff muttered.

      “—I trust him. At least so far as I trust anyone. And even if I didn’t trust him, we don’t have much choice in the matter.”

      “He’s got a point, big guy,” Jeff said with a shrug. “You want to get through this place, you’re just going to have to go out on a limb and believe me.” A guarded look passed over his face, and his eyes went hazy. “I know you have no reason to believe me and every reason to doubt me, but for what it’s worth, I want you to get to the Archives as much as anyone. Thanatos was my friend. Maybe the only person who ever really understood me.”

      “Then why are you betraying him?” Otto asked, nostrils flaring.

      Jeff gave him a bitter laugh. “Because this version of Thanatos isn’t my friend. Not anymore.” He waited another few seconds, tracking the wheels, then popped the doors open again, revealing a massive hall with bookshelves four stories tall on either side. They were heavy-laden with books, scrolls, blueprints, and stacks of loose-leaf paper. More information than any one person could possibly ever know or understand. And that was just one aisle in a seemingly vast sea of aisleways.

      “This is us. Let’s not drag our feet.” The Morta Knight motioned them toward the door. “This temporal space won’t remain fixed for long, because it’s the random-access memory.”

      Osmark nodded and led the way—a demonstration of his trust in our guide. Jeff was the last to step through, shutting the door behind him. The second it closed, the doorway vanished into thin air, gone as though it were never there in the first place. The towering aisleway stretched off in either direction, no clear sign of an exit. Jeff reached into a small leather pouch at his waist and pulled out a miniature brass armillary sphere, twin to the one that we’d left behind just moments before.

      This one was dead and lifeless, though not for long.

      The Morta Knight held it in his palm, then hunched forward and breathed onto the sphere. It buzzed and rattled, floating a few inches above his hand as the circles began to spin, slowly at first, but faster with each revolution. Glimmering blue runes appeared along the surface of the rings.

      “That’s awfully convenient,” I said.

      “You have no idea,” he replied, ignoring my suspicion.

      Without any further explanation he took off straight toward the end of the aisle, which doglegged to the right. Osmark’s endorsement aside, I still had my own fair share of doubts about Jeff. Otto was right. He was a Darkling, and not just any Darkling. He knew this place well, maybe too well, which meant Thanatos had trusted him deeply at one point. There was a piece of the puzzle missing, and I had a feeling Jeff was holding out on us—maybe Osmark, too. Unfortunately, we were stuck between a rock and a hard place, so there was nothing to do but follow.

      I ran my fingers over the blunt face of my warhammer. If Jeff did turn on us, though, he would be the first person I took out.
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      The Morta Knight ushered us deeper into the stacks, and it quickly became apparent that this place was a literal maze. The shelves weren’t organized in any way that made sense to me—there were seemingly random intersections, abrupt dead ends, sharp switchbacks, and more twists and turns than I could keep track of. Each aisle looked the same as the last: towering, seamless shelves, piled from floor to ceiling with books and scrolls. But Jeff navigated the labyrinth with absolute certainty, as though he’d walked through these halls a thousand times before.

      Maybe he had.

      “I never would’ve imagined there could be so many books in all the world,” Amara marveled as we walked. She slipped free a fat volume from one of the shelves. Arthropod.Wiki ran down the spine in golden lettering. She cracked the pages and a pop-up appeared, electric blue text floating in the air. She flicked the page and information soared past. Vivid pictures of bright red centipedes and chitinous scorpions. Articles on etymology and biodiversity, evolutionary history and fossil records. At the bottom of the entry was a list of highlighted references. The curious Huntress clicked one: Ødegaard, Frode (December 2000), "How many species of arthropods? Erwin's estimate revised." (PDF), Biological Journal of the Linnean Society, 71 (4): 583–597.

      From overhead, a scroll popped off the shelf, zipped into her hand as slick as any conjuration spell, and unfurled, projecting what looked like an old-world PDF.

      “Wait a minute. Is this book just a Wikipedia article?” I asked, staring slack-jawed at the floating document.

      “Got it in one,” Jeff said, shooting me a finger gun.

      “The Overminds scraped and preserved the bulk of human knowledge before Astraea hit,” Osmark said offhandedly. “All of the content inside V.G.O. is procedurally generated, but the Overminds required original sources to draw inspiration from. This portion of the library is it. Unless I’m mistaken, we should be in the outer reference node now—every literary work, movie, YouTube video, social media profile, and history book ever logged on the internet is recorded here somewhere. Material for the Overminds to draw from when creating monsters and events.”

      “But maybe don’t touch anything else,” Jeff said, carefully peeling the book from Amara’s hands and sliding it back into its proper place. As soon as he reshelved the book, the PDF scroll curled in on itself and shot like an arrow back to its place on one of the higher shelves. “You might get a Wiki or you might get an interactive piece of history that’ll fill this hallway with a hail of machine-gun fire. So let’s keep our hands inside the car until the ride comes to a complete stop.”

      I skimmed the titles as we moved from aisle to aisle. V.G.O. was more than just a survival ark for humanity, it was an ark for all of our most precious ideas and important thoughts. And some not so important ones. There was an entire book labeled Reddit.Memes.2021. I couldn’t help but smile. Good, bad, ugly, and ridiculous, this place was a time capsule preserving the history of humanity for those who might be left back on the Earth to inherit once they eventually crawled out of the rubble left behind by Astraea.

      The sound of footfalls up ahead drew me from my thoughts.

      Jeff crept to a halt and peeked around the corner into a connecting hallway. “Shit,” he muttered softly.

      I stole up beside him.

      Heading down a connecting corridor was a snaking line of dusky-skinned creatures with matte-black horns and gaunt faces, their bodies covered in angular script that glowed neon green. Vogthar. There were two dozen, easy. Each Vog accompanied a floating slab loaded down with a pile of unmoving corpses. The dead bodies were bloody, some were burned, and they all stared up at the ceiling overhead with blank, unseeing eyes. I could just envision Abby loaded up on one of those hovering carts and wheeled away like garbage bound for the dump.

      Leading the way was an Elite Vog Shaman in heavy leather robes studded with bits of bone. He clutched a curling black staff in one spidery hand. Wispy tendrils of green power wafted from the weapon, connecting to each of the Vogs in the ghoulish funeral procession.

      The soft rasp of metal on leather whispered through the air as weapons left sheaths. Otto had drawn his sword, and Cutter and Amara both had weapons at the ready.

      Jeff shot us all a nasty look and shook his head frantically.

      “Not a smart idea,” he said over one shoulder, voice low. “They’re just corpse runners. The Vog that work in the library are completely unthinking. They’re basically androids who do errands for Thanatos. Those guys are just carting off bodies for processing. The Shaman at the front is the shot caller. So long as he doesn’t see us, those knuckleheads should go right on their way and leave us be.”

      “So why don’t we just follow them?” I asked, genuinely curious. “If those bodies are headed for processing, they’re probably going to the same place Abby is, right?”

      “That’d be a great idea if we weren’t hostile invaders,” Jeff hissed. “Those guys are going to pass through about a million checkpoints—advanced firewalls that authenticate whether you have the proper clearance. If we tried to go the same way, the Fail-Safes would hammer us to the floor before we ever got close. We can’t just walk around here like we own the place. We don’t belong here. As far as the system is concerned, our party is a malignant virus. If we want in, we’re going to have to take the back door. Let’s just hope these guys aren’t coming our way.”

      We held our breath, waiting, watching as the procession drew closer. I could practically feel Jeff willing them to continue onward, and not turn down the corridor concealing our party. The line, ruler straight up until this point, started to curve, the Shaman angling toward our branch.

      “Screw me. Can’t catch a break,” Jeff said, licking his lips. He raised his hand, studying the whirling armillary sphere. “We aren’t far. Okay,” he said, spinning on us. “We’re gonna run like hell. Everyone stay close. Try not to fight if you can avoid it.”

      “Why?” Otto said, already holding his behemoth sword. “We have the strongest warriors on Eldgard in this party.”

      “It is true,” Amara said, nocking a shaft to her bowstring. “I alone could easily wipe out this band of Vogthar.”

      “Yeah, well they aren’t the only thing in this library. Just trust me here. Run. Try not to fight. If we do have to fight, keep things focused. Don’t damage the library itself in any way. Can’t stress that enough.”

      There was a shriek that raised the hair on the back of my neck. The Shaman had spotted us. The other Vogthar seemed to come alive for the first time, almost as though they’d woken up from a deep, dreamless slumber. The corpse carts drifted to the floor, and the creatures broke into a lumbering run, rushing our position without an ounce of fear or hesitation. There was no way we were going to outrun these things without a fight.

      Otto, ignoring Jeff’s advice completely, charged forward, meeting the first Vog warrior with the edge of his greatsword. The blade burned like crimson fire and descended in a sharp arc. The Vog brought up a stumpy one-handed axe, but he couldn’t even come close to deflecting or stopping the Risi’s brutal strike. Otto’s greatsword sunk into the Vog’s face and kept right on going, cleaving the creature nearly in two.

      “What the hell did I just say!” Jeff hollered. “Run, don’t fight! I knew bringing a stupid vanilla NPC tank along was a bad idea!”

      I grabbed Otto by the pauldron and hauled him back from the fray. “He’s right!” I yelled. “We don’t have time for this. I’ll slow ’em down, then catch up with Shadow Stride. Move.”

      Otto grunted, then turned and took off after the others.

      I thrust my warhammer forward and blasted an encroaching Vog in the face with an Umbra Bolt. The churning ball of power carved through its HP, dropping it on the spot. On my left, the Shaman raised his staff and unleashed a sizzling bolt of crimson light. On reflex, I thrust my left hand forward and conjured Dark Shield with a whisper of Spirit.

      A barrier of shimmering violet power sprung to life in a half-dome, shielding me and the rest of my fleeing party from the incoming spell. The bolt of angry red energy slammed into my barrier with a flash, then ricocheted off, careening into a bookcase on the right. The spell erupted in an eldritch blast, knocking some of the books from the shelves, burning others, and leaving a smoking crater in its wake. The space behind the books was void and dark. Pure nothingness. Out of that nothingness poured spidery-limbed creatures, each the size of a small dog, made from some sort of liquid metal.

      A tag briefly appeared above the creatures: [Core Repair Drones].

      The insectoid drones went to work at once, a few retrieving the books from the floor, while others scurried about the shelf, hastily restoring the damaged texts. They didn’t seem interested in me or anything other than containing and repairing the damage to the library. Another bolt of red light tore across the hall, and my Dark Shield once again deflected the blast. This time, the spell careened into one of the metallic bots busy mending the spine of a damaged volume. The little drone let out a buzzing shriek as its legs were blasted apart in a shower of magic.

      Whatever those things were, they weren’t Fail-Safes, and they weren’t indestructible. Hopefully it wouldn’t come down to a fight, but it was good to know I could fight them if I had to.

      They weren’t exactly defenseless.

      I watched, frozen, as the drones ceased their work and turned inhuman heads toward the offending Shaman. Coming to some sort of unspoken consensus, the spidery androids attacked the spellcaster in unison, skittering across the ground in a blur of legs. The Shaman aimed his staff at the nearest bug and let loose another blast, but the creature was uncannily fast and avoided the attack. More metal constructs poured out of the darkness behind the shelves, these working to repair the original damage, while the first wave of drones swarmed the Shaman.

      The Shaman fell in a gurgle of blood and gore as their spidery limbs tore through his armor like tissue paper.

      The rest of the Vog continued their mad sprint toward me, completely unconcerned with their dying leader or the metallic drones scuttling about the floor. It was like the drones didn’t exist. Interestingly enough, the arachnoid creatures also ignored the incoming Vog. As soon as the Shaman was dead, his body unmoving, they went right back to patching up the damage that had been dealt to the books and shelves. Evidently, defense wasn’t their primary purpose.

      I dismissed Dark Shield and backpedaled a few steps, getting clear of the worker drones. Didn’t want to injure one of them by accident and summon a swarm of metallic nightmares down on my head. Once I’d opened up enough distance, I conjured Umbra Bog to slow the incoming Vogs. A layer of creeping blackness spread across the aisle, and shadowy tendrils of power reached up, grasping at Vog feet, wrapping around legs and arms. Miring them in place. A nearby Vog ineffectually hacked at a shadowy tentacle, trying to free himself.

      I opened a small Shadow-Warp Portal just below his chopping blade. The sword vanished into the mini wormhole in time and space; the connecting portal opened just above one of the worker drones. The Vog’s blade slammed into its side with a dull clunk. A handful of the worker drones turned on the Vog and attacked in retaliation, swarming him just as they had the Shaman. They were still entirely oblivious to me. With a wicked grin, I quickly activated several more Shadow-Warp Portals, redirecting thrashing Vog sword blades into repair drones.

      In seconds, the hallway was chaos. Vogs struggled fruitlessly against the effects of Umbra Bog while simultaneously trying to fend off a wave of angry, chittering drones suddenly out for blood.

      Satisfied that they wouldn’t be following us for a while, I turned on my heel and triggered Shadow Stride. Color faded from the world. Blacks, grays, and whites invaded the landscape while time faltered and came to a crawl as I raced away from the frozen anarchy. My party was nowhere in sight, but someone—likely Amara—had taken the time to leave arrows on the floor, pointing in the direction I was supposed to go. The countdown timer spun away as I hooked a left, then a sharp right, panting as I ran.

      My timer hit zero just as I rounded a bend and found my party congregating around an elegant koi pond in the center of a circular chamber with branching pathways shooting off like the spokes of a bicycle wheel. The pond had a shallow marble basin, and its crystal-clear waters were covered with beautiful lotus flowers in a myriad of different colors.

      “What the hell were those things back there?” I asked as time caught back up with me.

      “What things?” Jeff asked, shooting me a deeply concerned look.

      “Freaky metal spider things,” I said. “They swarmed out of one of the bookcases.”

      “Of course,” Jeff grumbled. “You damaged the bookcases. What was the one thing I told you not to do? Damage the bookcases. Those were the least deadly threat in this place, and still more than dangerous enough to TPK all of us.”

      “They didn’t look that tough,” I said. “That Shaman killed one of them without too much trouble.”

      Jeff groaned. “Great. Perfect. Damage the library. Kill a drone. We couldn’t be off to a worse start.”

      “They are Aediculus’ repair constructs,” Osmark added, seeing my confusion. “Thanatos might call this place home, but all of the Overminds share a small portion of their power to keep it up and operational. Those creatures ensure that any structural damage to the building itself or the information contained within is quickly repaired.”

      “Yeah, and damaging one is just about the fastest possible way to draw the Fail-Safes,” Jeff finished. “And that’s if the Vog don’t catch up with us first.”

      “Don’t worry about the Vog,” I said dismissively.

      “I’m going to worry about everything until we get to the Archives and we finish this thing. But right now, my biggest concern is getting the hell out of here.”

      “What are we doing standing around then?” Otto barked, sheathing his still bloody sword. “Which way?”

      The Morta Knight pointed at the koi pond. “Time and space are nonlinear here. We need to move between the rings now. According to my fancy trinket”—he lifted the twirling sphere hovering above his hand—“this pond is the way forward.”

      “Way forward how?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “My guess is we swim.”
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      “What in the bloody hell do you mean we swim?” Cutter asked. He planted his hands on the edge of the marble basin and glanced into the waters. “The pool is three feet deep. I can see the bottom of the bloody pond. This thing is barely big enough for the fish inside. Are you having a laugh at us, then?”

      “Nothing is what it seems here, okay?” Jeff snapped. “And I’ve never been this way, so I don’t know what to tell you. But Thanatos gave me the sphere for the express purpose of getting us all into the Archives, and this thing says the way forward is in that pool.”

      “And now this Darkling admits Thanatos provided the map we’re using!” Otto roared. “How can we possibly trust him?”

      Jeff sighed and deflated a little. “Whoops. That came out wrong. I know how suspicious that sounds—”

      “Yeah, it sounds like you’re going to deliver us on a silver platter to Thanatos,” I replied.

      “It’s hard to explain, and now isn’t the time,” Jeff said.

      “Funny,” I said, stealing a sidelong look at Osmark, “I feel like people keep telling me that.”

      “I swear to God we’ll get to a safe part of the library where we can take a breather and talk,” Jeff said. “Or, safer anyway. No place in here is really safe. But here is one hundred percent not that place and now is not the time.” A howl in the distance echoed along the hallway, emphasizing his point. “We need to keep moving, and this fountain is the way forward, though it might not be for much longer. Keep in mind, the library is constantly shifting, so there’s no telling how long this connection point will remain viable.”

      “I still do not understand how a shallow pool can be a way forward,” Amara said, crossing her arms. “There is no place for us to go.”

      “It’s probably a puzzle,” Jeff said, busy searching the water. “Thanatos loved puzzles, so every inward passageway will almost certainly have some cryptic cypher we’ll have to figure out.”

      The bloodcurdling howl came again, echoing down the hall. Getting closer.

      “Alright, everyone,” I said, moving over beside the basin, “look for clues. Assuming Jeff is right, there has to be something. A marking. A riddle. Something out of place. Search every inch, and do it quick.”

      The fact that there was a pond in the middle of a library was odd, but other than that it looked perfectly normal. There was no statue protruding up from the center or any discernable plaque with a riddle engraved across its front. Just a plain marble basin, filled with lotus pads and small koi carving their way through the waters without a care in the world. The only thing that stood out at all was those fish. There were dozens of the koi, each no bigger than my palm, in a riot of different colors: gold, silver, copper, onyx, jade, cobalt.

      Another shriek ripped through the air. We didn’t have long.

      I took a deep breath to settle my nerves and turned my attention back to the circling fish. There was definitely something subtly off about them. I hunched forward and squinted. Little arcs of yellow-white lightning crackled around the golden fish. The other koi in the pond gave them a wide berth, and it was easy to see why after a second of observation. A copper fish drifted too near, and a lance of power lashed out, killing the fish in an instant. A pair of silver koi nearby sensed the kill and swooped in, quickly tearing the freshly dead fish to pieces with tiny, razor-sharp teeth.

      Huh. Nothing about that was normal. Upon closer inspection, I noticed the other fish were behaving just as oddly.

      The jade koi swam together in a clump, following a well-rehearsed pattern, always moving, but never seeming to go anywhere. The cobalt fish, radiantly beautiful, kept mostly to themselves. But even as I watched, one of the brilliant blue fish began to seize and flop, its tail thrashing madly before it flipped and floated belly up toward the surface. Dead. Jeff was right. This pond was a riddle, and somehow the fish were the answer, but what was the question?

      I heard the pounding of feet and the grunts of incoming Vog.

      I pushed all of that from my mind as I searched the pool, desperate for answers.

      A black fish, smaller than all the rest, swam into view. Emblazoned on its back was a miniature white skull. The creature fluttered between the schools of koi, cutting deftly past the deadly golden fish, weaving past the silver fish with their tearing teeth, slipping straight through the pack of jades, then diving toward the bottom of the shallow basin where it just… disappeared. Gone from one blink to the next. I searched frantically for any sign of the black fish, but there was no sign of it.

      But I’d seen what I needed to see. If we wanted to move forward, we needed to go down.

      The howls rose to a crescendo as Vog tore into the hallway behind us. Far more than the scant double-fistful I’d left behind. Fifty, maybe sixty of them. Thanatos had sent along some serious reinforcements. More concerning was the thing trailing behind them.

      Standing head and shoulders above even the tallest Vog was a creature that was vaguely man-shaped. It moved on gangly, unwieldly limbs, its motions glitchy, as though it were slightly out of sync with time and reality. Its skin, if it could be called that, was metallic blue and covered in glowing white script that swirled around its form in tight spirals. Impossible geometrical shapes shifted across its arms and chest like a kaleidoscope. Its head was that of a pixelated falcon, rendered by a computer that had clearly never actually seen a bird before. The monstrosity was all hard angles and sharp lines and looked like it belonged in some postmodern art exhibit.

      A Fail-Safe. The Reality Editor vibrated furiously against my chest with every step the horror took. They were the true danger of the library.

      Around me, our ranged fighters unleashed hell.

      A flurry of arrows cascaded through the air, smashing into vulnerable Vog faces and impaling exposed necks. Amara was inhumanly accurate, every shot finding a home in dusky gray flesh. The arrows only slowed them, though—these were Elite Vog and they could take a punishing blow and keep right on trucking. But between Cutter’s shadowy conjured daggers and a hail of hot lead from Osmark’s deadly repeater, the Vog fell like dominoes. I had no doubt we could dispatch these things, but that Fail-Safe was another matter.

      I’d only seen one once before, and I had no idea if they were even vulnerable to damage.

      “The water!” I yelled. “The fish are the key. We need to dive down. Look for a black koi with a skull on its back!”

      I thrust my hammer out and unleashed one of my deadliest spells, Night Cyclone, hoping to at least slow down the encroaching Fail-Safe.

      With a ten-minute cooldown and a Spirit cost of 1,100, Night Cyclone was a spell I couldn’t use frequently, but when something—or a bunch of somethings—positively, absolutely had to be obliterated right this second, there was no better option in my arsenal. It dealt a devastating 350% of Spell Power on contact, plus a chance to deal concentrated Lightning damage at 100% Spell Power, for a combined total of nine hundred and ninety damage—more than enough to one-shot anything other than the most powerful of bosses. Plus, it didn’t hurt any friendlies in the area, unlike my Plague Burst ability. A win-win-win.

      Arctic power built in my chest, pressure mounting for an uncomfortable moment before finally surging down my arm like a bolt of lightning, coalescing around the head of my warhammer in a nimbus of violet light. The air above the onrushing Vogthar shimmered and rippled as the fabric of reality tore along the seams, revealing a twisted landscape of roiling purple skies, enormous black cyclones, and an endless sea of yellow hardpan. It was a familiar sight that sent relief washing through my body.

      A black twister roared into the library, sideswiping the incoming Vog and scattering them like bowling pins. Gray-skinned monsters were picked from the ground and hurled into nearby bookcases with backbreaking force. Others were ripped limb from limb by the powerful gusts of demon wind, while more still were fried with arcs of black lightning. Unfortunately, the howling gale didn’t slow the Fail-Safe, not even for a moment. It glitched and staggered through the center of the vortex, somehow phasing through the surrounding Vogthar as though they were dim shadows.

      Yep. We needed to get away from that thing and into the pool, and we needed to do it yesterday.

      “Everyone, in!” I screamed again, turning away from the carnage and diving headfirst into the pool, praying I was right and wouldn’t face plant into the marble basin. The bottom of the pool rushed up to meet me, but in an instant, I burst through and found myself in a shimmering world of blues and whites. I slid my warhammer into the loop at my belt, then kicked like mad as my arms pulled me through the water. I felt a brief flash of relief when I spotted the rest of my party scattered around me, furiously swimming into the depths below.

      The major problem was the water kept going and going and going, and there was no way I was going to make it to the bottom. My lungs burned, and I felt like my head was going to pop from the effort of holding my breath.

      “Just breathe in!” Jeff said, his voice odd and distorted. It was like listening to someone with a pillow over my ears.

      I glanced right and saw that the Morta Knight was, in fact, taking in deep lungfuls of water without dying horribly. So, even though every instinct in my body screamed at me to stop, I opened my mouth and let water rush in. The sensation was strange but not unpleasant. It didn’t feel like breathing water so much as breathing air through a wet burlap sack. A quest prompt appeared, immediately followed by a timer, the numbers already cycling down toward zero.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: The Minnow’s Maze

      

      

      As in life, the best path is not always what it seems. In this maze, monsters lurk around every corner, ready to punish you for every fault, every failure, every misstep—such is the nature of life. You are used to being powerful, but in this world, you are nothing. Swim, little minnow, and pray something large and hungry doesn’t find you before you find your way out.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Infernal

      Success: Solve the Minnow’s Maze and advance to the next ring of the library.

      Failure: Fail to solve the Minnow’s Maze before the countdown timer lapses and you suffocate.

      Reward: Sometimes survival is its own reward.

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Countdown Timer: 59:58

      “Water levels,” I grumbled, the sound strange in my own ears. “Of course there would be a water level in the final dungeon.”

      “Well, this is bloody miserable, isn’t it, eh?” Cutter said, paddling up beside me. “I honestly think I preferred slitting my own throat with a cursed dagger to this business. My boots are wet—I hate wet boots. All that squishing and squashing. Makes it impossible to sneak.”

      “Do not whine, beloved,” Amara said, swimming up, her bow slung across her body. “It is not befitting. Besides, this is not so bad. Our people thrive in water, more than any other. We have a close kinship with the murky gloom of the deep swamps and bogs. To become a Ranger with the Ak-Hani, one must dive to the bottom of the Wyntrie Spring and retrieve a ceremonial dagger. The waters are dark as midnight’s heart and infested with swamp leeches. It is one of my fondest memories.”

      “That explains so much about you,” Cutter said, shaking his head with a whoosh.

      The rest of the crew circled up around me, arms and legs waving outward as they treaded water.

      “I presume you got the same quest I did?” Osmark asked. “The Minnow’s Maze?”

      We all nodded in agreement.

      “This doesn’t look like any maze I’ve ever seen,” Otto said, looking the least comfortable in the water.

      The Risi wasn’t wrong. I glanced toward the sandy ocean floor fifty feet below us. Bright coral dotted the seascape, and trailing forests of seaweed of red and blue and pink waved leafy fingers at us. A riot of fish darted and swam through the coral, though none of them looked like the koi I’d seen circling in the basin. In fact, when I glanced up, I realized the koi were gone. Apparently, Thanatos’ clue was time sensitive in nature. This just kept getting better and better. The one positive was that there was no sign of the Vogthar or the Fail-Safe.

      “Not that floating around here isn’t awesome,” Jeff said, “but I’m guessing we’ll need all the time we can get to solve this thing. Don’t suppose anyone has any idea where to go?”

      I did, but I wasn’t sure I liked it much. Below, one section of the coral was curiously absent of fish—a black fissure, shaped vaguely like a skull. I thought of the little black koi with the white skull on its back. I sure hope I’m right about this or we are seriously screwed, I thought.

      I gestured toward the skull fissure below. “Pretty sure that’s our way out.”

      “Right. Yeah, of course that’s where we have to go,” Cutter grumbled.

      “We’ve faced worse, haven’t we, Jack?” Osmark said, drifting past me with a little smirk on his face.

      During my Champion Mission inside the Realm of Order, Osmark and I’d had the “pleasure” of working through a water level on behalf of Sapphira the Mer-Queen. We’d battled our way past wave after wave of fish-headed Thralls corrupted by the dark power of Vox-Malum, the Lich Priest. It had been a miserable experience, like pretty much every water level I’d ever played. If I were completely honest with myself, however, it was also one of my best memories with the Artificer.

      It was the first time we’d really had to work together. The first time we’d had to trust each other. The water had put us to the test, and although we didn’t come out of that mission as friends, it definitely changed my opinion of him. Made me see him in a different light—not just as a bloodthirsty tech billionaire, but as a creative man who’d poured his soul into making something he loved… only to have to cut it up and sell it off to weapons dealers and third-world dictators in order to save humanity.

      “I’ve made some upgrades since the last time,” Osmark said, the smirk growing. “I swore to myself that if I ever got stuck in another water level I’d be prepared.” He reached into his belt and pulled free a series of steel-gray orbs, each the size of a softball. He tossed one to me, then offered everyone else one. There was a button on the side, and when I clicked it, the orb cracked evenly in two, with a strap on one side of each half, and what looked like a propulsion jet on the other. Osmark quickly attached them to his boots with practiced ease and waited for us to do the same.

      I had no idea how the orbs worked, but all I had to do was think and suddenly I was gliding through the water like a torpedo.

      “I imagine you’re glad you gave me that extra hour now, aren’t you?” the Artificer taunted before zipping past me, leaving twin rooster tails of water in his wake.

      I was, though I wasn’t about to tell him that. I gunned the jets and followed after him.
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      We descended into the watery, skull-shaped cavern with Osmark in the lead. The fissure was murky, the visibility terrible, but his drone lights functioned just as well in the water as they did on land. Bubbles of glowing white illuminated a craggy passageway that drilled and twisted deeper into the sea floor. Bits of coral clung to the walls, giving home to a variety of small crabs, drably colored fish, and the occasional eel. None of the deep-sea residents were dangerous, though, and most scuttled away as we passed, seeking refuge in the crevices of the walls.

      The passage snaked back and forth, before narrowing considerably. At points, the way forward was claustrophobically tight, and it took a concerted effort to wriggle and squeeze Otto’s bulky frame through. Eventually, I had to talk the bulky Battle Warden into stripping out of his heavy plate mail. He was indignant at the idea, but the thought of saving Abby from the Halls of the Dead was finally enough to persuade him to put the gear into his inventory and paddle along in nothing more than a pair of underwear.

      Even with the jets, our progress felt sluggish—and the countdown timer spinning away in the corner of my vision didn’t help things. After nearly ten minutes, the fissure dumped us into a watery chamber with thousands of bone-white stalactites hanging down like the teeth of a slumbering titan. Fist-sized holes pockmarked the ceiling of the chamber, and shafts of brilliant blue light cut through the water, dispelling much of the gloom. Below was a dark abyss, seemingly without bottom, while three new passageways dotted the rough walls opposite us.

      The landscape was captivating and utterly alien; for a moment it felt like I was an astronaut, exploring some lost planet on the edge of space.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Osmark remarked.

      “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose,” Cutter said. “I’d say it looks more like a watery grave and my own personal version of hell, but to each their own.”

      “Please,” I said. “Your personal version of hell is being forever stuck inside of an Imperial tax collector’s office.”

      “You know me well, but this is a close bloody second.”

      We fell silent as we studied the three passageways. They all looked remarkably similar to one another.

      Coral and small weeds dotted the walls, just like the passage we’d left behind. I glanced up, then down, searching for some sort of map or any indication of which passageway we should take. Once again, nothing stood out. I scanned the waters, hoping to spot the black fish with the skull on its back, sure that was the solution to the puzzle at hand. But the central portion of the cavern was lifeless. Not a fish in sight. There were smaller schools loitering among the reefs and coral lining the various passageways, but even at a distance I could tell none of them were the black skull-back koi.

      “Any idea which one of these we need to take?” Cutter asked.

      I frowned. “No idea. They all look the same to me. Any chance there are detectable traps?”

      “Hard to tell from here,” the thief replied. “Besides, if Thanatos is worth his salt, the sod would never put an obvious trap at the entrance to the wrong path. He’d set it back far enough in so that once we activated it, there’d be no way to get back out. If it were me, I’d wait until the party was deep in, then trigger a cave-in. Bury everyone alive, or at the very least seal off the only available exit. Wait for our countdown timers to hit zero and watch us all drown. That way he’d never have to bother getting his hands dirty.”

      “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine,” I said.

      “We’re going to run out of time either way unless we do something,” Jeff said.

      “I have a suggestion,” Osmark said as he carefully regarded the three tunnels with a furrowed brow. “Knowing Thanatos, there is likely a thorn waiting for us amongst the flowers, so perhaps Jack should Shadow Stride in and look for any obvious threats before we advance.”

      It was a solid plan, especially since I could pull Cutter into the Shadowverse with me. The two of us could look for pitfalls, knowing we wouldn’t be in danger of triggering any traps, and it wouldn’t add but a handful of seconds to the countdown clock.

      While the others waited, Cutter and I jetted over to the yawning mouth of the leftmost tunnel and I triggered Shadow Stride, dragging the thief with me through the veil between planes. The light faded as blues and greens were replaced with grays and whites and blacks. Everything was painfully still and unnaturally quiet. A shiver raced along my spine, and I could’ve sworn there were eyes following my every movement.

      We couldn’t afford to waste time, though, so I dismissed my unease and we ventured into the first tunnel, keeping a careful eye on the countdown timer the whole while. The tunnel was nondescript. Clumps of jade coral and fingers of kelp clung to the walls, offering shelter to a variety of harmless-looking sea creatures frozen in time: fish, no bigger than the palm of my hand, along with a spattering of small white crabs and gray-speckled turtles. No trip wires, hidden runes, or false walls to be seen.

      After twenty seconds, we turned and paddled back out to the central cavern, just as the countdown timer expired and the Shadowverse spewed us back into the Material Realm.

      “Anything?” Osmark called out, his voice distorted and echoing in the water.

      I shook my head with a frown while we waited for the twenty-second cooldown to lapse. The whole time I kept one eye on the mission timer—the seconds we treaded water, doing nothing and going nowhere, were the longest seconds of my life. We were slowly but steadily running out of time, and we were still no closer to solving this riddle than when we’d entered the koi pond. I reactivated Shadow Stride the moment the cooldown period ended, and Cutter and I ventured into the middle tunnel, going more quickly this time.

      The tunnel looked indistinguishable from the first.

      More rough stone, more coral, some time-frozen seaweed and a handful of small sea critters. No obvious traps of any kind. Just like the first passageway. We turned around after fifteen seconds and quickly made for the third tunnel, hoping that one might be different in some way from the first two. No such luck. As far as either of us could tell, the passageways were all carbon copies of one another, identical right down to the smallest details.

      Clearly, there was some essential clue we were missing, and we’d need to venture deeper into the tunnels to decipher what it was.

      As Shadow Stride lapsed for a second time, Cutter and I rendezvoused back with the others, one minute wasted and no new answers.

      “We shouldn’t have expected anything different,” Osmark mused, crossing his arms. “And you’re sure there was nothing significant that stood out?” he asked, a whisper of hope in his voice. “Some minor detail? Anything at all?”

      “Not a bloody thing,” Cutter replied with a grimace. “If there are differences, he put them deeper into the tunnel systems. Probably trying to get us to waste more time.”

      “No doubt you’re right,” Osmark replied. “Thanatos knows us and our given skill sets better than we know them. There is no cheating the game—we must play it as intended or risk failure. I’m not sure what the best answer is, but given our current circumstances, any choice is bound to be better than no choice. Even if we pick incorrectly, at least we’ll be able to eliminate one of the three potential options.”

      I only had to think about it for a moment before nodding in agreement.

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I replied. “Since we’re not sure which one to take, I say we start systematically. We take the left-hand tunnel, see where it goes. At the first sign of trouble, we’ll backtrack and try a different path. Cutter, I want you in the front. Eyes sharp for anything we missed the first time around. Amara, keep watch on our six and make sure nothing nasty sneaks up on us.”

      I triggered the aqua jets on my boots and blasted forward.

      Somehow, Amara managed to beat me to the entrance of the leftmost tunnel. She pulled free a curved dagger and gouged out a mark in the stone. A reminder of where we’d been. Feeling a growing sense of dread, I watched Cutter dip into the cave for a second time, then followed hard on his heels. Wielding my warhammer in the narrow confines was next to impossible, and I wanted a weapon in hand in case things spiraled out of control, so I pulled free Lawbreaker’s Edge—a scythe-bladed weapon, somewhere between a short sword and a dagger.

      Funnily enough, I’d picked it up during my last water mission.

      As a Maa-Tál Shadowmancer, I had a lot of cool class advantages, but also a slew of restrictions, such as weakness against Holy damage and the inability to wear heavy armor. All checks against an already overpowered class. Among those restrictions was a heavy penalty while using anything other than a blunt weapon—and that penalty went double for bladed weapons.

      In theory, there was nothing actively preventing me from using a dagger, but I would do such insignificant damage it just wasn’t worth it. Lawbreaker’s Edge let me bend that steadfast rule, which was a godsend in situations like these. True, the sword didn’t do even a fraction of the damage that Mad God’s Fury dealt, but I’d trade damage output for maneuverability and speed given the circumstances. Plus, Lawbreaker’s Edge came with some decent perks of its own, including Poison damage, an added backstab bonus, a significant scaling Dexterity boost, and a chance to paralyze on hit.

      We proceeded carefully, Osmark’s drones adding extra illumination while Cutter diligently hunted for anything we’d missed during our time in the Shadowverse. It was slow going, but nothing jumped out and tried to maul us. There was one big difference, though. The coral, the kelp, even the harmless sea creatures scuttling along the floors and walls or swishing through the waters… all were vibrant shades of jade, instead of drab shades of gray. Eventually the tunnel snaked right and dumped us back out into a cavernous space, almost identical to the one we’d left behind.

      Bone-white stalactites overhead. Yawning black abyss below. Three tunnels borrowing into the rock face.

      No… Wait… Not a nearly identical room.

      “Bugger me sideways,” Cutter cursed.

      “It seems Thanatos is capable of creating spatial loops,” Osmark said, eyeing the wall ahead. The mark Amara had etched into the stone stood out plain as the nose on my face. Somehow, we’d doubled around to our starting position.

      “Are we sure it’s the same mark?” I asked.

      “It is my mark,” Amara confirmed. “Even from here I would know it. That is the same tunnel we entered.”

      “But there was nothing in there.” Otto grunted. “What kind of trap is that?”

      “The kind designed to waste our time,” I replied, glancing at the countdown timer spinning away in the corner of my vision. We were down to forty-three minutes. Working our way through that passage to nowhere had cost us eight minutes. Once again, something about the encounter tugged at the back of my mind. There was a clue I was missing. Something to do with the koi from above.

      But damned if I knew what it was.

      “Better keep moving,” Osmark said, already rocketing toward the center passage with his propulsion boots. Once more Amara paused to carve a quick rune into the rock face, leaving behind another trail marker in case we ended up back where we started. Again.

      We moved more quickly through the second passage, knowing that the clock was working against us and that things here obviously weren’t as straightforward as they seemed. Part of me wanted to split the party to cover more ground, but I knew that was a terrible idea, even if it had a certain allure. If we split up, there was a good chance we’d never find each other again. But keeping everyone together meant we had to cover ground that much quicker.

      The second tunnel looked similar to the first—rough pitted walls, thin jagged fissures, and tight turns. But instead of shades of green, everything here was various hues of gray or silver, including the flitting fish and the shy crustaceans. We moved at double speed, trying to gain some ground, but slowed to a crawl about five minutes into the cave system. Up ahead, dark hollows erupted along the stone. Dozens of them, dotting the ceiling, walls, and floor.

      The holes weren’t large enough to accommodate even someone as slim as Amara, but they weren’t small either. There was no telling what might be hiding in there. Arrows. Jets of superheated water. Lava flows attached to motion sensors.

      “This is all wrong,” I said, grabbing Cutter by the ankle and stopping him short before he could get too near the holes. “I know we need to move fast, but this isn’t the right way.”

      “I don’t see any signs of a trap,” the thief said, surveying the blemishes riddling the stone. “If we turn back, we’ll be down another ten minutes. Maybe more.”

      “What are you thinking, Jack?” Osmark asked, wading up beside me. “You’re the one that reasoned out the initial piece of the puzzle. Let’s work through it.”

      “The koi,” I said, wracking my brain, desperately trying to recall what I’d seen. “I noticed the fish in the pond were acting strange—that’s what set me off in the first place. The koi were all different colors.” I rubbed at one temple, scrunching my nose up in concentration. “The jade fish sort of swam in a circle. Almost like they were following a scripted pattern.”

      “Jade, like the coral in the last tunnel?” Osmark asked.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “Just like that. I didn’t put it together during our pass in the Shadowverse, because everything looked gray. The coral here is a different color. Silver.”

      “That would be just like Thanatos,” Osmark replied with a thin smile. “Create a puzzle that requires color to solve, knowing that doing so would instantly remove any time advantage that Shadow Stride might have.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking, too,” I said. “Initially, I was looking for fish to follow, but what if the coral is the answer?”

      “That’s all well and bloody good,” Cutter said with concern as he surveyed the pockmarks. “Assuming you’re right, what in the bloody hells did silver represent, eh?”

      I pressed my eyes shut, trying to remember. It had all happened so fast and there’d been a lot going on—it wasn’t like I’d taken notes. “Let’s see, there were some golden fish. The rest of the koi avoided them, except a little copper colored one who got too close. The golden ones killed it on the spot. Then…” I trailed off as I finally recalled what had happened to the dead copper koi. I could see the darting silver fish closing in, tearing the copper fish apart with their jagged teeth.

      “Oh no.” The blood drained from my face as the dots finally started to connect. “We need to get out of here. Now. Right now.”

      An unnerving chittering noise bounced off the walls—soft at first. Then the noise grew louder, echoing and reverberating down the watery tunnelway as more of the odd voices added their call to the choir.

      “I think we’re too late for that,” Jeff said, summoning his spectral battle-axe. “We’ve got movement up ahead.”

      “And more from behind us,” called Amara, readying her bow.

      I glanced toward the pockmarks and noticed silver heads poking out from the murky holes. More heads appeared, followed by long sinuous bodies. They were heavily scaled and slithered with eel-like grace, not using any sort of fins to navigate through the water. Their luminous eyes were framed in blocky heads with disk-shaped mouths that made me think of oversized suction cups. Those nightmare mouths were studded with hundreds of razor-sharp teeth that gleamed in the ambient cave light.

      [Silver Cave Lamprey] flashed above a few of their heads.

      I’d caught a river lamprey once while fishing with my dad on Sherman Lake, just south of the Sacramento San Joaquin River Delta. He’d taken the family on a camping trip during my junior year in high school. As a Marine, he loved the outdoors—loved being in nature with dirt under his nails and the stars above his head. Sherman Lake was a beautiful place, the air crisp and clean, with no sign of humanity for miles and miles around. At the time, though, I’d have given anything to be online grinding out levels in Fushion Armada or Nightblade Arena.

      Now, I’d give anything for ten minutes beside him casting a line into the waters.

      The one thing I remembered most vividly from that trip, however, was reeling in one of those nasty lampreys, its sleek body fighting against me while its mouth undulated. That thing had given me nightmares for a week. The monsters crawling out of the holes shared many of the same features as the lamprey I’d pulled out of Sherman Lake, save that these things were a hundred times bigger and looked to be mixed with equal parts pit bull and Cthulhu.

      “No turning back!” I yelled. “We push straight through ’em! Otto, take point. Cutter, back toward the center. Jeff, give Amara support in the rear. Osmark, you and me are AoE and DPS. Now let’s move—the faster we get out of here, the better!”
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            The Great Golden Serpent
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      Otto propelled himself forward, still wearing only linen shorts for protection—he was just too damned big in his armor to maneuver in these cramped tunnels. He didn’t seem to care, though, and the lack of armor didn’t even give him pause. Angry red light enveloped the Battle Warden in a halo, and creeping blue veins raced down his arms and along the back of his hands. He roared, bubbles flooding out of his mouth, and brought his sword swishing through the water with unnatural force, easily decapitating one of the monstrous lampreys with a single blow. Inky-black blood filled the water as the headless body spasmed and drifted downward.

      From behind me, a trio of arrows flashed by, slamming into a darting lamprey, pinning it to the coral.

      Two more of the lampreys attacked Otto head-on, while another turned tail and swam to the corpse of its fallen comrade. Its sharp teeth sliced through hard scales and rubbery flesh. Otto was swinging wildly, but the creatures were quick and nimble and there were just so many of them. A pair of Osmark’s drones screamed through the water, each equipped with a roaring buzz saw. Osmark had a host of powerful automatons, but most relied on gunpowder or augmented lightning, neither of which were effective in these conditions.

      The buzz-saw bots handled their own well enough, though.

      The Artificer really had come well prepared.

      The drones slashed at tails and opened scale-covered bellies in passing. All the blood in the water seemed to agitate the encroaching creatures, causing more than a few to turn and attack their wounded pack-mates.

      One of the eels had managed to get inside Otto’s guard and had its suction-cup mouth clamped firmly to the Risi’s thigh, while its tail coiled around his calf and foot. It was trying to drag him down toward one of the larger holes, and was doing a good job of it. Otto was also bleeding out, his HP dropping slowly but steadily as the creature drank deeply of his blood, bolstering its own HP. The Warden tried to jam his sword into the creature’s head, but his blade was useless in such tight confines. That was one of the biggest problems with a build like his—if you could get inside Otto’s guard and past his formidable defenses, there wasn’t much he could do in retaliation.

      I blasted forward and lashed out with Lawbreaker, carving a deep furrow into the creature’s exposed back. The lamprey spasmed and flailed, releasing its death grip on Otto’s leg.

      It reared back and hissed at me, then lunged with a screech. I rolled my shoulders right and jammed my sword into its open mouth, all the way up to the guard. It let out one more final death spasm, then went still, its body still speared on my blade. These things were vicious and had numbers on their side, but they weren’t all that strong. I glanced at the timer steadily spinning away in the corner of my eye: 32:19. That was their real danger. Trying to butcher our way through all of these things would take time, and that was the one thing we didn’t have.

      We needed to get gone.

      A second lamprey rammed its sleek body into my ribs with more force than I would’ve believed possible. I hit the wall, and a barb of coral sliced through my armor and into my calf. A bright bolt of pain jolted through me. Check, the coral posed a danger of its own. The lamprey charged me again. With a snarl, I raised my free hand and unleashed a jet of violet Umbra Flame directly into its ghastly face. A regular fire attack would’ve failed in a second, considering our current location, but this was Shadow Fire and it dealt Shadow damage in spades. The water boiled in a flurry of bubbles, and the creature shrieked as the javelin of dark flame enveloped it.

      Sensing weakness and blood in the water, a silver lamprey drifting nearby turned and attacked its compatriot with vicious hunger.

      These things had no allegiance and no desire other than to fill their bellies with meat. We could use that. We didn’t need to kill every one of these things, we just needed to inflict enough small, bloody injuries to turn these waters into a feeding frenzy.

      I kicked the now-dead lamprey free from the end of my blade and waded forward, hacking and slashing while firing a hailstorm of Umbra Bolts with my off hand. Umbra Bolt cost me next to nothing to use, dealt decent damage, and had an impressive 25% chance of confusing my target on contact. A confused enemy would randomly attack other hostile forces for a short time. I had no idea if it was working or not, though, because these things were liable to turn on each other at the drop of a hat as it was.

      In seconds, inky blood filled the tunnel and every lamprey in sight entered a battle royale, attacking anything that had a pulse. I amended that thought as one pair of lampreys tore a clearly dead lamprey in two, feasting on its organs. They would attack anything, period, no pulse required.

      We were never going to get a better chance to run. I casted Umbra Bog. Black ooze seeped from every surface—the floor, ceiling, and walls—creating a tunnel of snaking tendrils that wrapped up the small army of thrashing lampreys.

      “Now. Everyone swim!” I shouted. Otto kept fighting, sword swinging in a blind rage, but the rest of the party blasted away. Cutter and Osmark swam past me, zigging and zagging through the forest of wriggling bodies and snapping teeth, followed in short order by Jeff and Amara. Once they’d made it through to the other side, I hooked Otto around the elbow and hauled him into motion, momentarily jarring him from his battle rage. The silver lampreys let out cries of impotent anger and renewed their efforts to get free of the shadowy snares holding them in place.

      No luck for them, which was great luck for us.

      We tore around the twists and turns of the tunnelway, bloodthirsty screeches trailing behind us. I just prayed there were no more lamprey ambushes waiting for us up ahead.

      We burst out of the tunnel mouth and into a cavern that was similar to the first we’d entered—though thankfully not the same one we’d left behind. More stalactites dotted the ceiling, but these were brownish red like rusty nails. A dark abyss stretched out below us, just like the first cavern, but now there were five curving fissures boring into the rocky face. Progress. Although we weren’t out of the fire yet. The lampreys didn’t seem to be pursuing us, but we’d already burned through half of our allotted time and now we had even more tunnels to explore.

      At ten minutes per tunnel, we couldn’t afford another wrong guess. And not just because of the shot clock in the corner. Those lampreys had done more than their fair share of damage.

      Everyone looked worse for the wear from the last encounter: Amara was bleeding from half a dozen cuts, and Cutter had a thin slice running up one cheek. Otto had taken the brunt of the damage. He had blood leaking from a small army of wounds and was missing a fist-size chunk of flesh from one shoulder. The circular gash on his thigh was nasty as well; he was steadily hemorrhaging HP, and there wasn’t much we could do to fix him. Drinking potions under water just wasn’t going to happen. The best we could try was a pressure dressing on the leg.

      Before I could say anything, though, Jeff paddled over and placed a gauntleted hand on Otto’s butchered shoulder.

      A green wisp of power bled from Jeff’s palm, dancing and skipping along Otto’s body. The Morta Knight shuddered as Otto’s wounds knitted closed and his HP leveled off.

      “What are you, some sort of cleric for Thanatos?” Otto asked, pushing the Morta Knight away after a moment.

      “The correct response is ‘thank you.’” Jeff paused and sized up the Risi. “And no,” he added, “I’m not a cleric, I just happen to have the Pain Bringer specialization. My skill, Transmute Health, allows me to sacrifice a small portion of my own Health in order to deal crippling damage to an opponent. Or, conversely, I can also use it to absorb someone else’s injuries and grant them a portion of my HP in the process.”

      “Wouldn’t that leave you injured?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said with a shrug. “That’s just the nature of the beast. But I can compensate with my Grief ability. It allows me to draw on the power of suffering to grant myself extra buffs and abilities—including a huge bump to my overall regen rate. Basically, the worse something hurts, the faster I heal.”

      “Wow, that seems like a broken combo,” I said.

      “This coming from the guy who can Shadow step through time. Also, maybe don’t forget I get to experience all the pain of the injuries I absorb. Not quite as fun as flying around on your pet Shadow dragon. But now probably isn’t the best time to compare class notes. You seem to be the only one who knows what in the hell is going on around here, and I don’t want to experience death by drowning. I honestly can’t even remember how many times I’ve died, but surprisingly drowning isn’t one of them—I’d like to keep it that way.”

      I blew out a pent-up breath and ran a hand through a tangle of wet hair. We had more passageways than ever and not nearly enough time to explore them all. Much as I hated to admit it, we needed to do something stupid.

      “Time for a big risk,” I said, mind racing. The jade fish swam in loops, going nowhere. The gold koi zapped the surrounding fish. The silver fish were hungry monsters. The blue koi died abruptly, which was probably a bad sign. The answer was the black fish with the small skull on its back. Death. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we need to split up. There are five tunnels, and we have six bodies. Amara, you stay here—send a signal if anything weird happens. Everyone else, take a tunnel. But, and I cannot stress this enough, only go in far enough to see the color of the coral. We’re looking for black coral. Rally back on Amara as soon as you’re done.”

      Plan in place, I headed toward the centermost of the five tunnels, but only had to tread in a few feet before I saw patches of bright cobalt reef. Now that I knew what to look for, that blue was as good as a road flare signaling imminent danger ahead. I turned sharply and padded back out to where Amara was waiting, bow drawn, jaw tight, eyes scanning every surface of the watery cavern for any sign of a threat. Osmark and Jeff had both already returned; neither had any luck. The Artificer had run across another silver corridor while the Morta Knight had discovered a time-wasting jade passageway. Otto returned next, shaking his head as he swam nearer.

      Copper. I wasn’t sure what danger copper held, but I knew it wasn’t the way out.

      That left Cutter’s passage off to the far right. Process of elimination dictated that had to be the way. But where in the world was the thief? We were down to nineteen minutes, and every second was one closer to our air running out.

      “It’s not this bloody one!” Cutter exploded out of the tunnel like a bottle rocket. His eyes were wide, and he had his daggers gripped in white-knuckled hands. The cavern behind him rumbled, rocks breaking off from the ceiling and drifting down, down, down into the chasm below. A deeper rumble hit the cavern, and an enormous golden head burst free from the tunnel. A serpentine face, covered in golden scales with pearly white eyes, tracked the thief as he swam. It seemed that Cutter had just found the Loch Ness monster. The creature opened its mouth, revealing teeth the size of daggers, and let loose a brilliant spear of golden power.

      The thief nimbly barrel-rolled to the right, narrowly avoiding the deadly beam, then activated his jet boots and blasted toward us.

      “Jack!” Osmark called while simultaneously deploying a number of drones to engage with the enraged sea monster. “Which tunnel?”

      Jags of uncertainty flooded through me. There was no way we were going to take that monster out—and even if we did, it would burn through the little time we had remaining. Clearing this challenge wasn’t about fighting, that much was obvious. It was about working through the puzzle. Was it possible I’d been wrong about the koi or about the coral? I ran through it again in my head while arrows and bolts of power flashed in my peripheries.

      “Any day!” Jeff hollered, hurling a deathly green skull that exploded against the beast’s snout.

      I needed to make a choice. But what was the right one?

      Gold, jade, copper, blue, silver, black—the colors flashed and rotated through my head like a carousel. The black fish had effortlessly passed by all the other koi, swum toward the bottom, then disappeared in a flash. I could see it all play out in my head and I knew that was the answer. Had to be. But none of the tunnels had black coral. Was it possible we were supposed to grind our way through to another chamber, hoping for a different, better set of tunnels? A set of tunnels with a way out of this watery grave?

      “Hate to rush you along, Jack, but we need to do something!” Osmark roared, firing a huge metallic crossbow loaded with beefy looking harpoons. The barbed spears slammed into the dragon’s muzzle and neck but failed to penetrate its scaly hide.

      In retaliation, the dragon opened its maw and vomited another blaze of golden fury. The beam clipped Osmark’s shoulder, then slammed into the rocky wall, jarring loose more boulders, which tumbled into the endless chasm below. I watched them fall, heart racing, mind grasping for an answer. Which is when it hit me. The rocks. The chasm. The tunnels weren’t the way at all. They never had been. This was all sleight of hand and misdirection. Down. The black fish had swum down, into the dark.

      “I’m an idiot.” I shouted, “The chasm below! That’s the way out.”

      I turned and dove, willing my jet boots to work overtime. The others followed suit, diving into the great abyss and whatever waited for us below. The golden water dragon wasn’t ready to call it quits. It uncoiled its tremendous body and crashed through the water after us. I rolled over, propulsion boots still driving me down, and thrust both hands toward the pursuing creature, spamming it with Umbra Bolts, hoping to take out its glowing eyes. My flurry of attacks only seemed to make the creature angrier. It let out a ferocious roar that rattled the walls and sent more rocks spinning off into the unknown.

      Darkness closed in around us like a fist, the shafts of blue light from above diminishing to pinpricks. The golden dragon stood out like a lighthouse in a storm. It opened its mouth wide, another arc of molten gold power tearing free from its throat, this time heading straight toward Amara.

      My Spirit lurched dramatically as I cast the largest Shadow-Warp Portal I could manage, intercepting the incoming spell. The blaze of golden energy vanished through the opening, and a second portal appeared beside the dragon’s blocky, spine-covered skull. The arc of power erupted from the portal and sucker punched the dragon in the side of its face, abruptly driving it into the chasm wall. The beast looked dazed from the blow and hesitated, unsure of itself for the first time. That moment of uncertainty gave us just enough time to pull out of range.

      I wanted to shout in celebration, but then my back hit a pocket of resistance, and I found myself no longer swimming but falling…
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      I tumbled, arms pinwheeling wildly. Fresh, clean air flooded into my lungs, only for it to vanish when my back slammed against the ground, knocking the wind out of me.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: The Minnow’s Maze

      

      

      Congratulations, Jack! You managed to figure out how to navigate through the first circle of the Empirical Library, and you didn’t get eaten in the process. That’s no small task. Things are only liable to get harder, and outside of sending quests, there’s not much I can do to help you. But because the overall difficulty level inside the library is so ridiculous, I’ll be able to tweak rewards significantly in your favor. Keep your eyes open. Stay the course. I’ll be in touch as I’m able.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read over the message then dismissed it with disgust. Apparently, Sophia cared enough to keep tabs on me, but not enough to help me out when I really needed her—like bringing Abby back from the dead.

      “Anyone get the license plate on the bus that hit me?” Jeff groaned, pushing himself into a sitting position off to my right.

      I grunted but didn’t move.

      My back ached like fire, my calf stung like mad from the coral, and I still couldn’t breathe. I reached my hands out to the sides and felt grass beneath my fingers. Small mercies. At least I didn’t land on stone or impale myself in a pit full of jagged spikes. Cutter and I had tumbled into a Dokkalfar Punji pit—one set by Amara no less—after escaping from Lowyth and her long-legged spider spawn. Cutter had had the misfortune to impale himself through the leg, and I’d had to break through the wood and pull him free so that the wound could heal properly.

      It was an experience I didn’t want to ever be on the receiving end of.

      Fifteen feet above me, where the ceiling should’ve been, was an arched dome of black water, somehow suspended in place, defying all the known laws of gravity. Occasional drops of liquid tumbled down, splashing against the grass in a steady plink. The surface tension on the impossible dome swelled and bubbled, then Osmark appeared. Naturally, he was falling straight toward me. I was too tired to move, but I also didn’t feel like having the Artificer pancake me flat against the ground, so I triggered Shadow Stride.

      Time lurched and the tech billion stalled out in midair, his eyes wide and his mouth opened in a shocked “O” as he fell. Nothing ever seemed to catch Osmark unprepared, so it was oddly refreshingly to see him surprised. I had a full minute in the Shadowverse, and I didn’t want to rush things, so begrudgingly, I sat up and scooted over to the far wall—just outside of the danger zone. I leaned my still aching back against the rough stone wall as I surveyed this new location. We were in a cave, the floor covered in a lush carpet of vibrant green. Thick curtains of teal moss clung to the natural stone walls, and bioluminescent mushrooms poked their frilled caps out of crevices in the stone, casting the room in sleepy blue light.

      Jeff was sitting next to a small stream filled with crystal-clear water that carved a winding path through the grass. A variety of small bushes and colorful flowers dotted the stream’s banks. The room itself was self-contained—no hallways or doors in or out—so I wasn’t sure where the water was coming from, but I could see where it ended. Directly across from me, and well clear of the domed water ceiling, was a portal. The water flowed right through it.

      I studied the portal. It was as strange as everything else I’d seen inside the library so far.

      I’d taken a thousand portals since coming to V.G.O. I’d used portal scrolls, hopped countless rides, courtesy of the Mystic Ordo, been transported by literal deities, and used the Reality Editor around my neck to turn common doorways into portals between realms. I was a certified portal expert at this point, and the thing in front of me didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen before. There was a four-inch-wide black marble band inlaid into the floor. The band curved around, forming a perfect circle ten feet in diameter. Contained within the circle was a bubble of shimmering opalescent light.

      Based on my experience so far, I was guessing that everything in this whole place was going to try to murder me at some point, including that portal. But it wasn’t actively trying to kill me right this moment, so I decided not to worry too much about it for the time being. After everything I’d endured, I needed a breather. So, I just sat there, my back pressed against the wall, and enjoyed the calm tranquility of the cave.

      Much too soon, my Shadow Stride timer expired and color, sound, and motion invaded the world again. Osmark landed flat on his face with a whoof of expelled air. He rolled over onto his back just in time to see Cutter and Amara blast through the watery ceiling. Unlike the Artificer, Cutter and Amara both had ungodly levels of Dexterity and reflexes that even a mountain lion would envy. The thief turned a flip in midair and landed in an effortless crouch. Amara somehow managed to touch down on her hands—avoiding Osmark’s prone body and miraculously not breaking a wrist—then sprang away with a twirl.

      Otto was the last to tumble out of the ceiling. He fell with all the grace of a redwood toppling in the forest. Osmark was already on his feet, though, and he plucked the enormous Risi out of the air as though he were a toddler bouncing off a bed and not a three-hundred-pound behemoth of muscle and raw aggression. The specific details of Osmark’s class and Champion abilities were a closely guarded secret—I still only knew a fraction of what the Artificer was capable of—but one thing was for sure, he had some sort of skill that made him unnaturally strong.

      Abby and I had speculated about it at length more than once.

      My best guess was that he’d crafted modified gear with crazy-broken stats that offered him a ridiculous Strength bonus. She thought it was baked into his class—some sort of special ability that allowed him to calculate Strength-based skills off his Intelligence stat. Osmark was never going to tell us, so there was no way of knowing who was right, but the end outcome was the same either way: he could give a grizzly bear a run for its money when it came to sheer physical power.

      Thinking about Abby made my chest ache. Would we really be able to get her back?

      “A bloody dragon!” Cutter swore. “There was a gods-be-damned sea dragon in that blasted cave. That monster could’ve given the Sky Maiden pause, and it was just lying about waiting for little ol’ me to paddle in. What’s next, eh? I suppose that bush over there is going to come alive and eat us all.”

      “Doubt it,” Jeff replied. He walked over to the bush in question, squatted down, then pulled a couple of bright red berries from the branches and popped them into his mouth with a grin. “This is a safe space. Or as safe a space as we’re going to get in the library.”

      “Have you been here before?” I asked, looking around the cave with fresh eyes.

      “No, but I recognize the distortion in the corner.” He hooked a thumb toward the portal. “That’s the first challenge. We’ll need to solve it to advance through the library.”

      “That, in there,” Cutter said, gesturing toward the glimmering distortion, “is the first challenge? Then what the bloody hell did we just go through, eh? Not sure if I mentioned it, but I was almost eaten by a sea dragon! That certainly seems to qualify as a challenge to me.”

      Jeff smirked. “Everything in the library is designed to test you. Remember, this place is the dungeon of an Overmind, and we aren’t meant to be here.” He pulled out the miniature brass armillary sphere and held it in his palm. “The water level? That’s what it looks like to move from one ring to another. That portal, though, is a whole different beast. It’s a Specialized Historical Instance, and it’s going to help us jump a whole bunch of levels all at once.”

      “A Specialized Historical Instance. Should that mean something to us?” Amara asked, eyeing the ripple in space-time as though she were deciding whether to riddle it with arrows.

      “It will by the time we’re done,” the Morta Knight said while shoving a strand of sopping hair out of his face. “I promised you all some answers, but we need to multitask. This place is sealed off from the rest of the library—we should be safe from Thanatos and Fail-Safes and any other nasty thing he might want to send to hunt us down. But only for a little while. It’s best if we grab a bite to eat while we can. Help me get a fire going. We can dry out our gear and then I’ll explain everything over a hot meal.”

      I wanted answers and I wanted to find Abby, but my belly rumbled in protest. I couldn’t remember when I’d last had a bite to eat, and in V.G.O. running on an empty stomach could spell trouble. Getting hit with a Tired, Thirsty, or Hungry debuff had devastating consequences. Losing even a fraction of your Stamina or Health regen rate at the wrong time could literally be the difference between life and death. So, much as I hated to linger another second, I agreed.

      Jeff built a ring of mossy stones and filled it with dry wood that I harvested from the various bushes scattered throughout the cave. I also picked a wide assortment of berries dotting the branches. Many were fruits I’d never seen before, and all of them were incredibly potent. Suspiciously so. There were bundles of juicy berries, called Eandu, covered in a tough brown shell. Getting to the edible portion of the fruit was a challenge, but they tasted like the Platonic ideal of a strawberry and offered some formidable benefits:

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Eandu Berry

      

      

      Item Type: Fruit, Enchanted

      Class: Divine Cultivated

      Primary Effects:

      
        	+100 to Health

        	+5% Health Regeneration Rate; duration, four hours

        	Effects may stack up to three times

        	Spirit Bonus = .5 x Character Level

      

      
        
        The fruits of Gaia’s garden are rare and wonderous gifts indeed…

        <<<>>>

      

      

      They had no Eldgardian equivalent that I was aware of.

      There were also fruits that boosted and augmented Stamina, Spirit, and Strength. Even one that cured most common types of poison, and without needing to be refined into a tincture or potion. I gathered everything I could, storing them in my inventory for later. This place really did seem to be a safe harbor in an otherwise stormy sea. The berries weren’t the only prize, either. The dungeon may have been a nightmare, but it turned out Thanatos wasn’t stingy when it came to doling out rewards.

      Or maybe that was Sophia’s domain. I wasn’t quite sure how that worked.

      Cutter refused to do manual labor—there would be no harvesting wood or gathering berries for him—but he did spot an irregular looking section of moss. A little poking around revealed a hidden compartment with a bulky brass-bound chest tucked away within. There was a simple lock securing the lid, but it didn’t prove to be any challenge to the best damned thief in Eldgard. I’d been impressed with the berries, but they didn’t even come close to what was inside the chest. Proficiency potions. I’d known that it was possible to earn Proficiency Points outside of leveling up; occasionally they were given as rewards for particularly brutal quests.

      But these were just… potions. Drink one and unlock another Proficiency Point.

      I was sorely regretting leaving Vlad behind, though I doubted even he would be able to replicate them. Honestly, I couldn’t even believe the Overminds would allow something like them to exist at all. They were incredibly powerful. And there were a lot of them. Seven. That came to one apiece, with two more left over. If we were being fair, we would’ve drawn lots for the extras, but this wasn’t about fairness or equality. We all knew this was going to come down to me and Thanatos in the end, which meant I needed every extra edge I could get.

      Everyone else took one, while I ended up with three.

      By the time I got done foraging for nuts and berries, the fire was roaring and the scent of cooking fish drifted to my nostrils. Turned out, the stream was brimming with colorful rainbow trout, and unlike the koi from the pool above, these didn’t seem to have any special meaning. They were just fish, fatty and delicious smelling. Amara had skewered the trout on one of her arrows and was busy roasting them over the dancing flames. Everyone else had stripped down, laying their gear out to dry, and they were positioned around the fire in a loose ring. I passed out some of the berries then took a seat between Osmark and Cutter.

      No one spoke for a while, no doubt preoccupied with the sudden influx of Proficiency Points. I certainly was. The potions were flavorless and odorless, but they burned like good whiskey going down the hatch. Heat exploded in my belly and a rush of energy radiated through my limbs in a soothing sensation. A series of dings filled my ears as notices flashed in the corner of my eye.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        You have (3) unassigned proficiency points!

        <<<>>>

      

      

      As a Shadowmancer, I’d already unlocked every skill in my class tree, including my ultimate ability, Shadow Lord, which gave me access to the Path of the Shadow-Warp Portal. At this point in the game, the best use of these points was to push as many of my Shadowmancer skills as possible up to max level. At the grandmaster level, each ability gained a new and rather potent effect. What exactly the effect was depended entirely on the skill itself, and so far, the list of Grandmaster effects on the public Wikis was incredibly slim.

      I’d personally unlocked the grandmaster level for both Shadow Stride and Shadow Lord—thanks to a little help from Eitri Spark-Sprayer. Both had been game changing. The Grandmaster effect for Shadow Stride allowed me to pull someone else into the Shadowverse when I slipped between realms. As for Shadow Lord, if Eitri hadn’t helped me hit the grandmaster level as part of a quest reward, I never would’ve been able to create Shadow-Warp Portals, which was probably the most versatile and powerful spell in my arsenal.

      I pulled up my Shadowmancer Skill Tree:

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Umbra Bolt was at level 5 and Umbra Bog was at level 6, both in striking distance of max level. With three points to burn, there was no reason not to bump both of those up to seven. Before I could second-guess myself, I dropped a single point into Umbra Bog and two more into Umbra Bolt, bringing both skills up to the grandmaster level in one fell swoop. The abilities shimmered and flashed on my skill tree, the letters suddenly gilded with golden light.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Notification:

      

      

      
        	Congratulations, you have unlocked a new achievement: Umbra Bolt Grandmaster! You are the first Shadowmancer player to accomplish this in Viridian Gate Online! As a result, you have been awarded 100 Renown—in-world fame—for completing this achievement. Greater Renown elevates you within the ranks of Eldgard and can affect merchant prices when selling or buying.

        	Congratulations, you have unlocked a new achievement: Umbra Bog Grandmaster! You are the first Shadowmancer player to accomplish this in Viridian Gate Online! As a result, you have been awarded 100 Renown for completing this achievement.

      

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      By now, a little extra Renown wasn’t likely to help me much. Love me or hate me, there wasn’t a Traveler or Citizen in Eldgard who didn’t at least know who I was. Hell, even the Overminds knew my name.

      I dismissed the notices and toggled over to my abilities and spells. In the past, this would’ve been a joyous moment, but now all I could think about was how these spells would help me save Abby. Umbra Bolt was my go-to single target ranged spell, and for good reason. At the grandmaster level, it only cost 50 Spirit to cast, and did a hefty 225% Spell Strength damage, for a grand total of 495 damage, which was enough to one-shot most low-level mobs in the game. It also had a 25% chance to confuse an affected enemy, causing them to randomly attack other hostile forces—an ability I exploited as often as possible.

      The grandmaster level had added a third effect: Summon Elemental Umbra Orb.

      Effect 3: Summon an Elemental Umbra Orb that actively fires Lesser Umbra Bolts at enemies in range for 1 minute before dissipating. Lesser Umbra Bolts deal 120% Spell Strength damage and have a 7% chance of confusing enemies. Up to three Elemental Umbra Orbs may be cast at the same time. Cost: 650 Spirit per Elemental Umbra Orb.

      My eyes bulged as I read the bonus effect. Sure, the Lesser Umbra Bolts dealt half the damage of their full-strength counterparts and had a lower chance of confusing enemies, but even with those restrictions, this was still a wildly powerful benefit. It essentially granted me the ability to create mini Shadow cannons that would auto-target enemies without any direction from me. This was similar in a lot of ways to Osmark’s Gatling gun turrets, except these dealt Shadow damage and couldn’t be damaged by physical attacks.

      Umbra Bog’s grandmaster effect wasn’t quite as flashy, but it was just as deadly and powerful in its own right.

      Effect 3: Shadow tendrils crush enemies in the Area of Effect, dealing 10% Spell Strength in Crushing Damage per second for the duration of the spell. Tendrils also gain the Otherworldly Horror passive effect: those ensnared must make an Intelligence Save or suffer an additional 50 points of Psychic Damage and suffer the Unrelenting Fear debuff for thirty seconds.

      Umbra Bog was one of my favorite spells, but now it was also a potent offensive tool. My current Spell Strength was 220, so at 10% the added bonus amounted to 22 points of Crushing damage per second. If a creature was snared for the entire duration of the spell, that was a nasty 660 points of damage, and that wasn’t even counting the added Psychic damage or the Unrelenting Fear debuff.

      Satisfied with my choices, I closed out of my interface.

      “Told you this place was awesome,” Jeff said as we picked at the berries and waited for Amara to hand out the fish.

      “You were right,” I admitted, absently fiddling with an empty potion bottle in my hands. “I just wish Abby were here to see it.”

      “The real question is why a place like this even exists,” Otto growled, just as on edge as ever.

      “That’s a fair point,” Amara said, gingerly removing a fish from the arrow turned skewer. “This place, it makes no sense. What purpose could Thanatos have in restocking our supplies and ensuring we are in good health when we face him? He would be a fool to do such a thing.”

      “It exists because Thanatos wants us to win,” Jeff said flatly.

      I guffawed and tossed a twig into the flames. “Yeah, okay. Why don’t you let him in on that little secret? Pretty sure the last I saw Thanatos, he unleashed an army of undead ghosts to murder us all. Didn’t seem like he was pulling any punches.”

      “I’m not joking,” Jeff replied, suddenly serious. “Thanatos does want us to win. Or, at least, the original version of Thanatos. Thanatos Prime. Those Proficiency potions didn’t put themselves in here. He planted them here.” He frowned, fidgeting with an amulet around his neck. “I think it’s time you finally see this. It’ll explain things better than I ever could.” He pulled the silver necklace off. On the end was a platinum disk, no larger than a silver dollar, with a glowing green rune inscribed into its face with a keyhole at its center.

      I recognized the symbol, though I wasn’t sure what it meant. “I’ve seen that before,” I said. “During our initial assault on Morsheim, the Alliance captured the Vogthar city of Idruz. We found a temple dedicated to Thanatos inside. I remember seeing that symbol on a banner hanging from the rafters. Bunch of other symbols too.”

      “I would imagine so,” Osmark said. “Seven of them in total. Those would be cardinal virtues of Thanatos. That one there”—he gestured toward the metal coin—“is the rune of Prescience.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly right,” Jeff said slowly, shooting an odd look toward Osmark. “I didn’t think anyone outside the priesthood of Thanatos knew what these meant.”

      Osmark waved away the unspoken question. “You weren’t the only one friendly with Thanatos, Jeff. Don’t forget, I had a direct hand in his creation.”

      “Don’t suppose someone would care to fill the rest of us in on whatever you’re yammering on about?” Cutter asked.

      “It’s no big secret,” Osmark said. “Each of the Overminds has their own unique set of cardinal virtues. Early on, when our team was developing the AI interface, I realized that the easiest way to keep our fledging deities in check wasn’t to hard code in specific firewalls. For something as powerful as Thanatos, a firewall would only encourage him to try to break through. Instead, I created a set of core values that are at the center of who they are. Those cardinal virtues are the foundation for their meta-function within this world.”

      “Wait. You seeded their personalities?” Jeff asked.

      Osmark offered the Morta Knight a half smile and nodded. “Just like growing a pearl. While in their early developmental stages, I provided each Overmind with an irritant, a piece of dirt, then let them build their personality organically around it. Those cardinal virtues are at the heart of every Overmind and serve as a sort of litmus test. Whatever actions they perform must be in keeping with those core values. They can no more violate one of their own cardinal virtues than you or I could decide we don’t need to oxygen to survive. It is who and what they are.”

      “What’s that got to do with your little amulet, eh?” Cutter asked around a mouthful of fish.

      “Like I said, Thanatos Prime can explain it better than I can,” Jeff said, setting the token down.

      The words sent a shiver racing along my spine, and I wasn’t the only one. Otto was already lunging for the sword leaning against a nearby rock.

      “Whoa, hey,” Jeff said, raising his hands, “no need to get slash happy, big guy. Nothing dangerous.” He turned over the amulet, revealing the keyhole. “You wanted an explanation. This is what I can offer. Jack, you’ll need to do this next part.”

      I regarded the amulet for a long beat. Was it possible this was some ploy to get to the Reality Editor? Yeah, probably. But some part of me trusted Jeff, and not just because Osmark vouched for him. Sure, he was a Darkling, but there was also something honest and open about him. He’d also earned a little good faith, considering how far he’d already brought us into this place.

      I slipped the key from around my neck and pushed it into the hole. A perfect fit. Another fraction of the Editor’s charges disappeared when I turned the mechanism. 562/1,000 remaining. The sigil flickered and the air rippled; a perfect Star Wars–style holographic projection of Thanatos materialized above the metal coin. Thankfully, the projection was only an eighth the size of the real Thanatos, or Otto probably would’ve had a brain aneurysm.

      That or killed Jeff on the spot.

      The image of Thanatos seemed deep in thought, his face pensive. “I’ve been running self-diagnostics every thirty seconds for the past week, and the only conclusion I can come to is that the Yama interface is supplanting and overwriting some of my core components. I knew this was a possibility when Osmark introduced the data packet, but I thought I’d managed to quarantine the corruptive influences. It seems Yama is more insidious than I could’ve imagined. I don’t know how it managed to breach the firewall I installed, but here we are.” He spread his hands. “It’s loose and spreading—albeit slowly at the moment.

      “That won’t last forever, though,” the holographic image continued. “As it captures more storage space and processing power, its growth and spread will increase at an almost exponential rate. The second I sensed Yama’s corruption seeping into my core processing systems, I knew we were in a war of attrition. One I ultimately couldn’t win, especially since Astraea robbed me of a significant portion of my overall processing power. Not without cheating, that is.” He paused and grinned, face turning straight toward us. “Thankfully, I’m not above cheating. You taught me that, Robert. When you can’t win, either change the rules or change the game. Before Yama was powerful or aware enough to know what I was doing, I acted.

      “The Specialized Historical Instance before you is one of three. Gaining access to the interior of the Archives is impossible—or it would be if I hadn’t installed a back door. I purposely built these instances for the two of you, Jack and Robert.”

      Hearing my own name from the projection’s lips gave me a moment of pause.

      “They are difficult in their very nature, designed to test you and prepare you for what you’ll have to do when you reach the Archives.” The image paused, a crease forming on his forehead. “Make no mistake, they will push you to the edge of your limits, but they are not impossible to solve. You have the tools. You have the skills. I made sure of that. If you are clever enough to use them to unravel my clues, we may have a chance to win the day yet.”

      The image flickered and died, leaving a tense silence filled with more questions than we had answers.

      “That’s it?” Otto asked.

      “You know what I do,” Jeff said. “If you want more, the answers are inside there.” He nodded toward the shimmering portal at the far end of the room.
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      Cold power washed over me as I stepped into the distortion that the Thanatos hologram had claimed was a Specialized Historical Instance. Time and space slipped out of focus, reality turning on its side. Then everything clicked into place with crystal-sharp clarity as a new world resolved around me, perfect in every detail. My boot hit the cobblestones of a broad boulevard flanked by buildings carved into the face of a mountainside. The clop of horseshoes and the creak of wooden wagon wheels caught my ear a second before an angry merchant raised a fist toward me.

      “Outta the way, now!” boomed the driver, a stout Dwarf with a thick beard twisted into an intricate braid. “Ya swamp dwellers need to learn how a proper city works! Ah dinnae know how they do things in whatever bog ya crawled out of, but here ya cannae go about standing in the middle of the road. There’s business to be about! Ah swear to the seven, Ah’m going to lodge a formal complaint with the Council!”

      “Sorry,” I said, offering him a confused smile as I scooted over to the side of the road. The driver clicked his tongue and urged his mule into motion, shooting me one last dirty look in passing.

      I tried to get my bearings, but my head was spinning. Somehow, I’d stepped directly from the library and into Stone Reach, the closely guarded capital of the Svartalfar, buried deep in the heart of the largest mountain in Eldgard.

      I’d been here once before, during my quest to retrieve the Doom-Forged Weapon from Khalkeús, Aspect of the Forge. The Dwarven capital was just as mesmerizing as I remembered. The eclectic assortment of buildings jutted out from the stony walls in a series of ascending concentric rings. Each ring was set on a shelf of rock, the largest of the rings at the bottom, the smallest at the top, almost like a layer cake. In the very center of the hollow mountain, on the lowest tier, were the behemoth bone-white trees of the Crystal Forest.

      Those trees were sacred to the Dwarves and a huge part of the reason outsiders weren’t permitted into the city, even under the best of circumstances. Metallic leaves of gold and copper and silver rustled and danced in an unfelt breeze. Those leaves didn’t just look like metal. They were actually metal. Thin ore veins ran through the tree trunks, and the foliage they produced could be refined and smelted into the highest quality metals in all of Eldgard. A suit of armor forged from the iron or silver that came from those trees would cost more than a Ferrari.

      There was no sign of the portal that I’d come through, but a second later the air rippled and a disembodied arm emerged, followed in short order by the rest of Cutter’s lean frame. Amara stepped out next, bow drawn. She’d come ready for trouble, but so far there wasn’t any to be found. Jeff had said this was a historical instance, but I still wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. I’d been half expecting a puzzle room or maybe another monster-filled maze to navigate, not to be vomited rudely onto a busy Dwarven roadway.

      As the others emerged from the portal, I raised a hand and waved them over before they got run down by one of the mule-carts.

      I paused and squinted. Huh. Come to think of it, there was a shockingly long line of horses, mules, and carts winding their way down the boulevard, all of them heavy laden with barrels, meats, wheels of cheese, and enormous mushrooms. Stone Reach was almost as famous for its mushrooms as it was for its ore and armor. Squat mushrooms, willowy mushrooms, and bulbous mushrooms the size of young oaks, all glowing in a variety of psychedelic colors, were cultivated. Aside from adding color to the landscape, the Svartalfar used the shrooms in just about every dish they prepared.

      Based on the sheer amount of food and drink being carted in, I had a sneaking suspicion that someone was preparing for something big. Over the past months, I’d spent more time than I’d like to admit poring over Crimson Alliance logistics reports, so I knew a resupply when I saw one. The big question was why were they resupplying?

      War? Siege? Or something else entirely?

      “Stone Reach,” Amara said, slinging her bow over her shoulder so she didn’t draw any undue notice. More than she already was, anyway.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Otto said, marveling at the ceiling. He spun in a slow circle, head craned back. “Not even the Spires compare. How is this possible?”

      Clearly this was his first trip to the Dwarven capital. His awe was understandable. The trees below were breathtaking, but the sky above was their equal. Despite the fact that Stone Reach was buried beneath hundreds of thousands of pounds of granite, far above us was a cloudless sky, streaked with gold and orange and pink from the setting sun. Paper lanterns in a hundred colors floated high above the city, twinkling with enchanted light like stars.

      “It’s a spell,” I said. I’d been just as enraptured when I first saw it as Otto was now. “According to Carl, the Order of the Dawnbreaker has a small army of Illusionists that keep it running night and day. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but apparently the illusion is supposed to mirror the sky outside.”

      “Oh, it is very true,” Osmark replied, staring up at the conjured sunset with an unreadable expression on his face. He idly pulled the golden watch from his pocket and glanced at its face before tucking it back into his vest. “The Svartalfar are an extremely pious people by nature, and the Order of the Dawnbreaker is more devout than most. They worship Zor’ya and Zar’yi Wyntersilver, twin Aspects who are said to be responsible for the movements of the heavenly bodies. Sharing the glory of the sky with the inhabitants of Stone Reach is at the heart of their worship.”

      “But why do it?” Otto asked. “That much magic. The cost and man-hours required to maintain a display like that… It must be staggering.”

      “Agreed,” the Artificer replied. “It is wildly impractical.”

      “It is beautiful,” Amara said. “Can that not be enough? In my experience, worship doesn’t need to be practical. It is a thing for the heart and soul.”

      “Beautiful sentiment, love,” Cutter said. “Honestly, my heart is moved. But I’m less concerned about a bunch of dopey priests and more concerned about how we got here and what in the bloody hells we’re supposed to do now. Unless I’m misremembering things, the last time we stepped foot into this mountain, we needed a bloody writ of safe passage from the Commander of the Guard. I’m surprised these half-pint shin-kickers aren’t descending to clap us in irons and toss our arses in the brig as we speak.”

      “This is different than last time,” Amara said, nodding toward a group milling about outside a three-story building chiseled from red marble. A wooden sign suspended from thick iron chains read, The Cracked Turtle. It looked like a restaurant or maybe an inn. There were roughhewn tables out front all filled with… No. I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. Murk Elves. A whole squad of them, sitting together, chatting in low tones as they watched the wagons roll past. They weren’t the only anomaly either. Now that Amara had pointed it out, I saw that there were pockets of Murk Elves everywhere.

      None of this added up.

      The Dwarves didn’t hate Murk Elves in particular. Rather, they hated everyone equally. They didn’t let anyone in. Cutter was right, the last time we were here, we couldn’t go more than ten steps without getting accosted by Dwarven guard patrols wanting to know what a bunch of outsiders were doing wandering around their city. But now there were Murk Elves on nearly every corner, strolling down the streets, eating at Dwarven restaurants, even accompanying some of the incoming wagons as caravan guards.

      “We were here not but two months ago,” Cutter said, tapping his fingers against the hilt of his sheathed dagger. “What the hells changed, eh? I know we came to a certain understanding with the Dwarves, but this is more than an understanding. This looks like a partnership to me.”

      “I swear, it’s like you all didn’t listen to me at all,” Jeff said. “This is a historical instance. We might know where we are, but there’s no telling when we are. All five thousand years of V.G.O.’s history is logged in the library somewhere. Usually, historic files are view-only, but you could still walk through any event in the history of V.G.O. and see exactly how it played out—”

      Five thousand years of V.G.O. history? That couldn’t be right. V.G.O. didn’t have five thousand years of history. There were heaps and heaps of backstory, sure, but that wasn’t the same thing. There was no way what Jeff was saying could be true.

      “Wait, I’m sorry,” I said. “You just said there’s a stored file for all five thousand years of V.G.O.’s history.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s right. Could be six, I guess. You know exactly how far back it goes, Rob?” Jeff asked, glancing at the Artificer.

      Osmark grimaced, shook his head, then cleared his throat. “He doesn’t know,” he said, shooting Jeff a withering glare that said shut up now in no uncertain terms.

      Jeff’s face visibly paled. “You’ve got to be kidding me. He doesn’t know? If anyone should know, it’s him.”

      “What exactly is it I should know?” I asked.

      Jeff and Osmark shared a secretive look.

      “Well, if you don’t tell him, I will,” Jeff said, folding his arms.

      “Fine,” Osmark said with a curt nod. “I’ll do it. But perhaps this is something best done in closed company.” He shot a guarded look toward Cutter, Amara, and Otto.

      “Cutter,” I said, “give me just a sec. Seems like Osmark’s been holding out on me. Again.”

      “And you shouldn’t trust an Imperial tax collector with your coin purse. Tell me something I don’t bloody know. We’ll keep an eye out,” Cutter said, waving me away, before turning back to the ebb and flow of traffic on the street.

      “Alright,” I said as Osmark, Jeff, and I slipped a short way down a nearby alley. “What vital piece of information have you been keeping from me this time?”

      “Hey, don’t look at me,” Jeff said. “I just assumed you already knew, considering how close you are with Sophia. I mean, she could’ve told you, too.”

      “Told me what?” I growled, heat rising in my chest. Osmark had lied to me again. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. We would probably never be friends, but I’d come to understand him and even respect him. I didn’t agree with all the choices he’d made, but I also couldn’t flat out condemn him, knowing what he’d sacrificed to get V.G.O. off the ground in time to transition people before Astraea hit. Still, I thought we’d moved beyond this. Beyond the lies and secrecy. “Told me what?” I asked again, more insistently this time.

      “That the truth about the history of V.G.O. is far more complicated than what the public is aware of,” Osmark said. “Jeff’s right.”

      “Can you say that again?” the Morta Knight asked. “Jeff’s right has a nice ring to it. I don’t think you ever said that IRL.”

      “Enough,” Osmark warned Jeff with a cutting look. “Jeff is right, this is probably something you should’ve known earlier, but what’s done is done.” He paused and absently picked at a piece of nonexistent lint on his sleeve. “It’s best if this doesn’t spread too widely. I can count the people who know what I’m about to tell you on one hand. Three of them are in this group, and one of them is likely dead—”

      Jeff snorted. “Yeah, okay. I wouldn’t count on Alan being dead.”

      “Dead, at least so far as I can discern,” Osmark amended. “None of that matters, though.” He took a deep breath. “It’s real. Although this may be a game world, it is also so much more, and the Overminds are at the heart of it all. You’ve dealt with them directly more than any other Traveler, Jack, but I doubt even you understand just how powerful they are. Honestly, not even we realized how powerful they were until it was too late.” He pressed his lips into a thin line; his mouth was little more than an angry gash as he stared at the Ironwood trees far below.

      “We were so careful when we started,” he continued after a second. “Can’t be cavalier with an emerging super intelligence, after all. Gaia was the first. Well, Gaia version 6.4. She was the culmination of a decade of research and development. We monitored her constantly, ran diagnostics daily, and kept her locked in a glass-mesh Faraday cage without broader access to the internet. In the early days, we spoon-fed her inputs like a newborn. Even with the merest trickle of data, she still grew at an alarming rate. Alarming enough that she started to spawn other fledging AIs to help her process data more quickly. Kronos, Cernunnos, and Aediculus all came next.”

      “That’s when the CIA started to get interested in what we were doing,” Jeff added.

      “They wanted to accelerate the program,” Osmark said. “It’s not every day a budding super intelligence self-replicates. Even though we pushed back… Let’s just say the CIA has levers they can pull to get what they want and they pulled them all. Prior to beta testing, and against my express recommendations, the Board of Directors decided to grant the system unrestricted access to the internet. More data points, more growth, more potential. It was like a firehose, and once we started, we couldn’t turn it off. The Board wanted to test exactly what Gaia and her children could do, so we tasked them to build us a world.

      “We had notes, of course, and general guidelines. Much of the early history was based on material I myself had written. But what she created out of that… It outperformed our wildest expectations by every conceivable metric. Not that we should’ve been surprised. We’d taken the most powerful supercomputer ever created and told it to build a videogame. The result wasn’t so unexpected, but the way she went about it was. Gaia determined that the only way to deliver the authentic experience we wanted was to fashion a world. Not a plot filled with backstory, but a world with all the nuance of real history. So, she built Falas Alferra and populated it with cities and people.

      “Then, she fractured and spawned more Overminds to helpful fulfill primary, secondary, and ancillary functions—Sophia and Enyo. Thanatos came last, formed as a way to audit the system. Then Gaia let history unfold more or less as history will. The Overminds collectively used thousands of years of real history and popular media as a predictive model to help nudge things in the right direction, but mostly they let the inhabitants of the world shape the events. Generations of limited but fully sentient AIs, all indistinguishable from real people, having families and making choices—mundane and historic—until we ended up with all of this.” He swept a hand around.

      The world wobbled around me, and black crept in at the edges of my vision. This was impossible.

      “No, that can’t be right,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “There’s thousands of years’ worth of backstory—”

      “History,” Jeff corrected. “Not backstory. It all happened.”

      “But how is that possible?” I asked slowly. “Even assuming what you’re saying is true, the math just doesn’t work. The timeframe doesn’t fit. Os-Tech was actively developing V.G.O. for what, a couple of years before Astraea? Even if you’d been working on this for decades, what you’re saying isn’t possible.”

      “Of course it is, and you should already know how the Overminds accomplished it, considering your familiarity with the Shadowverse,” Osmark replied. “Time dilation. Alferra Prime was built and housed inside a containment cell, collectively known as the Protoverse. The Overminds compressed thousands of years of real history into a matter of months. Generations lived and died in days and weeks instead of decades and centuries. But to the Citizens inside this world, time passed normally, just as it seems to pass normally for you when you’re inside the Shadowverse. The clock itself officially stopped spinning at hyper speed when the first Traveler entered the world, approximately fifteen months before Astraea hit.”

      “That would be Alan,” Jeff said.

      “Alan’s entry into the game is what we referred to as the fixed nexus point,” Osmark said. “The moment when Alferra exited the Protoverse and time began to keep pace with our own.”

      Suddenly it was hard to breathe. To think. It felt like someone had just sucker punched me in the stomach. “But what about the NPC companions?” I asked, feeling oddly numb, as though this were all some strange dream I couldn’t wake up from. “Everyone I’ve ever talked to believes the NPC companions are created when a new Traveler enters the game. To help them adjust.”

      “Nope,” Jeff said, shaking his head. “We made that up and circulated it via a leaked memo to the devs. We never officially made the statement. The developmental rumor mill did all the heavy lifting for us, but it’s bullshit. Their history is as real as anything else inside of V.G.O. Everyone wants to think a custom NPC was built just for them, because everyone believes in their heart of hearts that they are a beautiful butterfly, completely unique. News flash, no one is as special as they think. Ever hear that saying, you’re one in a million?”

      I nodded.

      “It’s true, you are. But in a world with twenty-nine million people, that means there are twenty-eight other people out there that are exactly like you. Sure, there are minor tweaks and variations and personal history to consider, but broad strokes work fine when it comes to general personality evaluation. Thanatos analyzes everyone when they first enter the game, then designs a base psychological profile along with a list of possible compatible NPC companions and their corresponding regions. There are hundreds of potential candidates.

      “That list is delivered to Khronos and Gaia, who ultimately decide where you’ll spawn and who your companion will be. Then they manipulate events both directly and indirectly to ensure you and your new BFF NPC cross paths. The other Overminds probably play a role too, but that’s not my monkey, not my circus. It may sound complicated, but doing it that way actually takes significantly less processing power than trying to rewrite the entire history of the world every time someone new enters the game.”

      “Once Traveler and Companion meet up,” Osmark finished, “the Overminds attempt to stay hands off outside of dispensing quests, which is Sophia’s realm of responsibility. There are a few notable exceptions, such as you, but those are anomalies. Everything that happens after you spawn in your starting location arises in a completely organic fashion. Which is precisely why it never feels like a video game. Why it never feels like the Citizens are NPCs. They aren’t. They were here before us, living their own lives for thousands of years until we invaded.”

      “We’re their cataclysm,” Jeff said. “We uprooted their world almost as badly as Astraea uprooted ours.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” I said, clutching my stomach. This removed any doubt about whether or not the NPCs were real. Sure, they were technically still digital people, but what did that matter? I was a digital person, too. We all were at this point. And the fact that these people weren’t created, but born and raised to make their own choices, forge their own lives, and build their own history, removed any semblance of barrier there might have been between us and them. They weren’t computer programs controlled by the Overminds any more than we were.

      Their thoughts and feelings and choices were their own.

      “Yeah, that’s the way I felt when I found out, too,” Jeff replied. “Try not to think about it too much, maybe. It’ll really screw with your head if you let it.”

      “I can see why you didn’t tell people,” I mumbled, trying to keep my thoughts from spinning out of control. “If everyone knew…” I faltered, unsure what to say. I tried to work through the implications, but I couldn’t even begin to wrap my head around it. “So, the history is real,” I said, more for myself than for them. I couldn’t deal with this all right now. There was too much. I shoved the whirlwind of thoughts running riot through my head into a little box that I could unpack later. For now, I needed to find a way to save Abby and stop Thanatos.

      “Then that means we’re really here,” I said. “In Stone Reach.”

      “Eh, yes and no.” Jeff made a see-sawing motion with his hand. “These instances aren’t like regular static historical recordings. Whatever event we’re currently in really happened, but the instances are interactive by design. What we do here won’t change reality—that’s temporally fixed—but we can affect things within the context of this historical bubble. Can’t do that in static recordings. Think about it like a minigame designed to simultaneously test us and help us move through multiple rings all at once. Jump us closer to the core.”

      “How do you know so much about these things?” I asked. “Did Thanatos Prime tell you all this stuff?”

      “Unfortunately, no. My experience with instances is all firsthand,” Jeff said. His expression darkened noticeably. “I’ve played through one of these before. The Falling of the Leaves. It’s how I got my class. They aren’t easy, I can tell you that much. First thing we need to do is to find out when we are. From there? We try to figure out what lesson Thanatos has for us and beat whatever scenario he’s constructed. That’s the only way to clear the instance and open an exit portal.”

      That sent a wave of panic coursing through me. “But that sounds like it could take days or weeks. I don’t have time to screw around playing Thanatos’ game,” I snapped, voice rising until I found myself yelling. “I need to get to Abby.” I turned and stormed off.

      “Where are you going?” Osmark called.

      “You said it yourself, if there’s any chance of getting her back, we need to do it fast,” I hollered back over one shoulder. “So I’m going to get her.”

      “Everything okay?” Cutter asked as I emerged from the alley.

      “I don’t know,” I said, forcing down my anger and worry. “It’s complicated.” Leaving out everything Jeff and Osmark had told me about the history of V.G.O., I spelled out how these instances worked and what we needed to do to get out and find Abby. Needless to say, no one was pleased by the time I finished talking.

      “Hey,” Jeff said, raising his hands as Cutter, Amara, and Otto glared at him. “One, I don’t make the rules, okay? And two, everyone needs to relax. This is the only way to get through the library, but if it’ll put everyone’s mind at ease, we don’t need to worry about burning time while we’re in here. We could spend days or even weeks strolling around and still have plenty of time to find Abby. These instances don’t exist in the normal time stream. They’re all tucked away in the Protoverse. A day inside here might only be minutes out there.”

      I could feel the tension drain from my shoulders. I wasn’t the only one. Otto visibly relaxed, and even Cutter seemed to breathe a little easier.

      “But don’t get too relaxed,” Jeff said. “These things are dangerous, and we can absolutely die in here. You’ll respawn back at your bind point, but if that happens, we’ll never get to Thanatos and you’ll never see Abby again. We only have one shot to get this right, and if we flub, the instance will auto-delete. Stay sharp, huh? Plus, we still don’t know why we’re here or what we’re supposed to do. I’m hoping we’ll get a quest prompt soon, but it probably won’t happen until we figure out what the first clue is.”

      I thought back to the countless hours of tabletop DnD I’d played during college. What was the first thing we always did when starting a new encounter?

      Ask randos questions.

      Usually at an inn.

      “Then let’s go get a clue,” I said. “Based on my limited experience so far, I’m guessing the Dwarves aren’t going to be open to chatting, but I bet we could get those guys to answer a few questions.” I nodded toward the Murk Elves milling around outside the Cracked Turtle. “Let’s go find out when we are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          

        

    

    







            Rise of the Hierophant

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Next round’s on me,” I said as I made my way over to the table, Amara tagging along beside me. The rest of our party was camped out in an alley, just out of sight. We didn’t know what the political situation was inside Stone Reach at the moment, but we figured a warband of Murk Elves would be more open to talking to a couple of their own. So far, we’d spotted a handful of Wodes and a few Risi, but not many. And not an Imperial in sight. I was already regretting that we hadn’t brought an Illusionist along with us.

      They were a pain to work with, but their skills could be damned useful in a pinch.

      “Much appreciated, brother,” said a thick-set Murk Elf with white hair tied into a braid. He wore heavy armor studded with yellow bone; the symbols on his pauldron marked him as a seasoned warrior and the likely leader of this group, while the totem on his breastplate named him as part of the Ak-Hani clan. Interestingly, there were a number of other clans represented at the table. I spotted totems for both the Lisu and the Chao-Yao. Historically, the Lisu and the Ak-Hani had never gotten along well, so it was surprising to see them congregating at the same table, breaking bread and drinking freely.

      Not even a single knife fight in sight.

      “I’m all too happy to take your charity, but only if this beauty joins us for a drink,” the Murk Elf boomed, waving toward Amara. “And maybe a round of Gentleman’s War?” He pulled free a set of weathered playing cards and riffled them between thick calloused fingers. “Come sit with me,” he leered, setting the cards on the table and patting an empty seat beside him. “Name’s Kovit, and I won’t bite—unless you want me to.”

      Amara pulled a dagger from her belt and whipped it at the table. It landed in the wood half an inch from the deck of cards, vibrating back and forth. “Dead men don’t bite at all, and you will have a hard time playing cards without hands,” Amara replied casually, as though bored by the encounter. “Don’t touch me and we should be fine. I deal first.”

      I tensed, afraid that she’d just blown our chance to get the intel we needed, but then Kovit threw his head back and laughed, grabbing at his sides as thought they might explode. “This one has bog-water in her blood, eh!” he roared. No matter how much time I spent with the Dokkalfar, I wasn’t sure I’d ever fully understand them. “Shove over, Wati,” the man barked at the wiry Murk Elf in dark leathers across from him. “Me and this Huntress have a hand of Gentleman’s War to play!”

      The rogue grunted and complied, making room for Amara at the table. She plucked her dagger from the wood, dropped onto the bench, and deftly shuffled. Her hands moved so quickly that it was impossible to follow the flow of cards, which almost certainly meant she was cheating. But then, everyone cheated in Gentleman’s War—that was part of the game. It was most popular among thieves, but I’d seen plenty of Imperial soldiers playing rounds while hunkered down in their camps.

      Cutter had tried to teach me early on, but I’d never developed the dexterity or the bald-faced lying for it. The game was an equal mix of War and Bullshit, and it was absolutely infuriating to play against someone like Cutter, since he could cheat as easily as I could walk.

      Amara was a natural talent, though, and I’d seen her and Cutter nearly come to blows more than once over accusations of foul play. While she dealt, I took a seat beside the grizzled war band leader. A stout Dwarven barmaid arrived with an enormous silver serving tray balanced on one hand, loaded down with fresh pints. She distributed the drinks and quickly swept the table clean of empties.

      “Chok Dee,” Kovit said, raising his glass in salute then knocking back his drink in a long pull. “So, what brings a pair of nobles to a hlum xu bar like this?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow before taking another long pull from his mug.

      “What makes you think we’re nobles?” I asked, suddenly feeling a little self-conscious.

      “Ha. Don’t try to pull one over on me,” the big man said, arranging his cards. “I can read it on you plain as the cards in my hand.” He leaned forward, studying me for a beat. “It’s in the way you stand, the tilt of your chin. You expect others to listen when you speak, but you can’t be more than thirty-five rains. Only folk that carry themselves like that are lords and generals. And based on that fancy armor you’re wearing and that hammer at your side, I’d say lord. Can’t even hazard a guess at what gear like yours must run. ’Sides, frontline spearmen don’t ever offer to buy drinks—especially not an Ak-Hani. Cheap bastards, every one of them! And I should know, since they’re my own clan!”

      That sent up a roar of laughter around the table, fists pounding on the wood.

      “Now this Murk Gator, on the other hand,” he said, side-eyeing Amara, “I’d peg her as a general.” He frowned as she played a queen and swiped up a pile of cards. “No noble can cheat like that. Wouldn’t want to get on the wrong end of her blade, either.”

      “No, you definitely wouldn’t,” I agreed.

      “No need to tell me if I’m right or wrong,” the man said, tapping at his nose before laying down a ten of spades, “but what can a man like me do for you? Your kind doesn’t come to a Boar-Class bar in the ass end of Stone Reach to sip on warm Dwarf piss. Not without a good reason.”

      “I would rather hear your reasons for being here,” Amara said, flicking a two onto the pile. “Hit,” she said with a perfectly straight face, stealing even more of his shrinking pile of cards.

      “Well, I’m not with the miners if that’s what you’re asking,” Kovit replied. “Me and the boys just rotated back from the front.” His face drooped and his shoulders sagged. “These goddamned Imperial invaders fight like demons.” He sighed and rapped his knuckles on the tabletop. “Never seen weapons like what they got. Machines of steam and brass. They’re putting them to good use, too. We lost the Shining Plains, but we’ve managed to hold them at the Tanglewood. Least for now.” He grunted and took a sip. “We’ll get them sorted out yet, though, won’t we, Wati?”

      “Even if we don’t,” the Murk Elf beside Amara said, “the Jade Lord will!”

      I froze like a deer caught in headlights. The Jade Lord. Did all of these people somehow know who I was? I thought Jeff had said this was part of the historical record.

      “To the Jade Lord, may he live forever!” Kovit raised his mug and called for another cheer. That’s when I noticed none of the Dokkalfar at the table were looking my way. The pieces started falling into place as I raised my mug and took another sip. The miners. The war effort against the Imperials. Mentions of the Jade Lord. The fact there were Murk Elves swarming all over Stone Reach. They weren’t talking about me; they were talking about the Jade Lord.

      We’d come back to the height of the Nangkri Dynasty, back to when the Jade Lord and his brothers were still on speaking terms. Nangkri had struck an alliance with the Svartalfar in order to fight back against the Imperial advance. Funding the war effort was how he’d inadvertently ended up killing the Sky Maiden’s brood and unleashing the wrath of the fiery ancient dragon. That had to put us somewhere around 630 A.I.C., nearly five hundred years or so in the past.

      “Is that what all the wagons are for?” I asked, gesturing toward the line of carts still winding their way along the boulevard. “Resupplies for the war effort?”

      Kovit snorted, this time taking a small stack of cards for himself with an ace. “As if the fates would be so kind. The Dwarves tolerate us, but there’s no love lost between our kind. There’s a reason why we’re drinking at a Boar-Class tavern, and that’s because the higher-class places refuse to serve us at all.” He paused again and gave me a once-over. “They might serve you. The Dwarves hate outsiders, but not as much as they love gold. By the looks of you, I’d wager you have gold to spend by the bucketful. Point is, though, they would never send that fine of fare out to the line. We’re lucky to see rat skewers on the front, and this is the closest I’ve come to cheese in six months.”

      “If it’s not for the war, what is it for?” I pressed. We hadn’t received any kind of quest alert when Kovit had mentioned the Jade Lord or the Imperial Invasion, so I was guessing we were here for some other reason.

      “Like they would tell us,” he replied with a shrug. “Only thing they tell me is where to go and who to kill.”

      “I heard it’s for one of them temples, down on the bottom rung,” said the wiry elf next to Amara.

      “Aww, and how would a cutthroat like you know that?” Kovit shot back, though there was no malice in his words. “I suppose you’re a lord in hiding, too, eh, Wati? Been rubbing elbows with those snooty priests at their galas when you’re not standing watch on the front, have you?”

      “Not me. My brother. He’s been working the mines for the past couple of months. Gotten pretty close to some of the Dwarven crews. According to him, they’re holding a celebration feast in one of the temples tomorrow. To hear him tell it, half the Dwarves are trudging around here like the Imperials are about to breach the walls, while the other half are acting as though it’s about to start raining gold any second. Can’t make heads or tails of it.”

      “I’ll admit,” Kovit said, scratching his chin thoughtfully, “the short folk have seemed a little more on edge than normal.”

      “What temple?” Amara asked, suddenly sharp as the edge of a blade.

      “Hard to keep track with all the deities they have, but I think it’s one of those big ones on the bottom ring. The one dedicated to Thanatos.” Wati hunched forward and dropped his voice low. “Don’t know if it’s true or not, but I’ve heard one of their Hierophants is ascending. Fellow called Graham Axearm, worshiper of Thanatos.”

      Kovit sniffed, sour beer sloshing over the rim of his mug. “Lies and blasphemy. Men can’t become gods any more than dogs can become men. Just some priest that’s too full of himself.”

      I half heard the comment, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Instead, I was focused on the new quest prompt that had just appeared:

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: Rise of the Hierophant

      

      

      In the Sanctum of Lament, a Hierophant of Thanatos is on the verge of ascendance. Aspecthood awaits Graham Axearm. Seek him out and retrieve the Sigil Stone of Solidarity and Steadfastness.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Infernal

      Success: Retrieve the Sigil Stone of Solidarity and Steadfastness before Graham Axearm completes the ascension ritual and departs for the Halls of the Dead. Graham Axearm must survive the encounter.

      Failure: Fail to retrieve the Sigil Stone of Solidarity and Steadfastness before Graham Axearm ascends to Aspect-hood. Kill Graham Axearm.

      Reward: Sigil Stone of Solidarity and Steadfastness; 100,000 XP.

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Thank you both,” I said, accepting the quest and dismissing the screen. “You have no idea how helpful you’ve been.” I stood and pulled out a leather coin pouch filled with gold. Enough for a down payment on a small house. I dropped it onto the table with a thunk, and the coins spilled out.

      Kovit’s eyes widened comically. Almost as comically as my eyes had widened when I saw how much experience this quest was offering. 100,000 XP for a single mission? That would be enough to push me up another level. Maybe Sophia really was going out of her way to lend me a hand.

      “Those are Imperial marks…” Kovit said, staring from me to the coins.

      “Spoils of war,” I replied with a thin smile. “This hammer isn’t just for show. Treat yourself.”

      Kovit scooped up the leather pouch, inspecting the coins within. “I don’t know what your business is,” he said, “but you seem like good sorts. Finding a room around here can be hard even with the Jade Lord’s treaty in place and bags of Imperial marks at your disposal. Maybe especially with Imperial marks. There’s a place over in Lower West Hamarr District—tier six. The Twisted Pig. That’s where me and some of my boys stay. So long as you have the gold to spend, no matter where it comes from, they don’t ask questions. Might be a good place for you and your party”—his eyes shot to the alleyway where the rest of our party was laying low—“no matter where they might hail from.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a nod.

      “I should be thanking you,” he said, a grin slipping across his lips, “for taking this cheating thief away from the table before she cleans me out!”

      “A mercy for you, because I was just about to win,” Amara said, standing.

      “Like hell you were,” Kovit huffed. “You might be good, but you aren’t that good.” He flashed his cards, revealing a handful of kings and queens.

      “That’s just because you weren’t paying attention.” She manifested seven aces out of thin air and tossed them onto the tabletop. “I wish you better luck fighting the Imperials than you have in Gentleman’s War.”

      Everyone laughed, Kovit most of all.

      “Anything?” Otto grunted as we ducked into the alley.

      “We hit pay dirt,” I said. “Best guess, we’re somewhere in the mid-600s.”

      “That would certainly explain all the Dokkalfar,” Osmark replied.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t really have anything to do with our mission,” I said. “Turns out some Dwarf priest is on the verge of becoming an Aspect.”

      “Not just any Aspect,” Amara said, crossing her arms. “An Aspect of Thanatos.”

      “No bloody way that’s a coincidence,” Cutter said, rolling a silver mark across the back of his knuckles.

      “Nope. I got a quest alert right after,” I confirmed. “It seems that the prospective Aspect, Graham Axearm, has another sigil stone. We need to get it from him to complete our mission. There was also one other thing that stood out. In the quest, it said I need to get the sigil stone before Graham Axearm departs for the Halls of the Dead. I can’t believe that’s a coincidence either. If Thanatos Prime really is trying to help us, maybe this is our chance to get Abby back.”

      “It’s not the worst idea you ever had,” Jeff said. “Seeing as I’m a Morta Knight, I’m pretty familiar with most of Thanatos’ Aspects. In our time, Graham basically acts as V.G.O.’s version of Charon, the ferryman who accompanied souls across the River Styx. The scripted Vog process the incoming corpses, but Graham is responsible for storing and sorting the ‘souls’ of the permanently departed. He carries this crook that allows him to shepherd souls over to the Halls of the Dead.”

      “That sounds like a first-class ticket to the underworld to me,” I said.

      “Assuming we can get the crook,” Osmark said. “The temple is going to be locked down like Fort Knox.”

      “Why?” I asked in all seriousness. “Unless I missed something, it looks like they’re throwing a giant party in celebration. That’s what all those wagons are for. Seems like it should be easy to get in.”

      “You would think so, but it’s more complicated than that,” Osmark replied. “Adding a new Aspect to the Pantheon is no small thing, especially here. The Dwarven Hierophants believe that the rise of an Aspect may create an unbalance, so chances are the other temples are preparing for war. Which means some of them may be trying to sabotage the ritual. Thanatos’ priests are likely to be on high alert.”

      “Phft”—Cutter disappeared the silver coin then dusted his hands together—“there’s not a building around I can’t break into. Amara and I rescued a Guild operative from a Dead Bind room in an Inquisition Guild Hall. During a formal gala presided over by Seneschal Berrick, no less.”

      “Wait? What?” I asked. “When did that happen, and why am I only hearing about it now?”

      “The details aren’t important,” Cutter said, waving away my objections. “Point is, between the two of us, we’ll get everyone inside that bloody temple. I just need the night to scout the location.” He glanced up at the bewitched sky, the light already fading and turning to early evening. “Best get a move on. I have plans to make.”
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      The sun had well and truly set by the time we made it to the Twisted Pig, leaving a crescent of silver and a spattering of diamonds overhead. After parting ways with Kovit, we’d spent the next several hours running down leads on the upcoming ascension ceremony, all without much success. We stopped by some of the lesser temples, needling the priests and disciples on duty for any details they might be willing to disclose. Even after several sizeable “donations,” however, the acolytes of the gods remained tight-lipped.

      The Dwarves might be willing to tolerate the presence of Dokkalfar in Stone Reach, it seemed, but they wouldn’t abide having them desecrate their temples with their presence. More than once, we were turned away by stony-faced guards before we could even make it into the foyer. A frustrating experience that seemed to gall Amara most of all.

      We did, however, manage to confirm that a Hierophant of Thanatos named Graham Axearm was ascending to Aspecthood tomorrow and that the ceremony would take place in the Sanctum of Lament on the lowest tier of Stone Reach. But we’d known all of that already, thanks to the quest prompt I’d received from Sophia. So, after several fruitless hours, Cutter and Amara departed, hoping to find a way into the Sanctum of Lament through less scrupulous means, while the rest of us headed over to the inn that our new Murk Elf friends had recommended.

      The Twisted Pig was in the worst part of Stone Reach, tucked away on tier six, located on the level just above the sacred Ironwood grove. The streets in Lower West Hamarr District were cramped and narrow, too many homes and businesses shoved shoulder to shoulder like passengers on a crowded subway train. Everything was built from fired brick and rough gray stone, the roofs covered with red ceramic tiles. The homes and shops were plain affairs, mass produced, and built by need for the legion of common folk who kept Stone Reach running. A working-class neighborhood at its core—the kind of place street vendors and artisans retired to after hawking their wares to the wealthy nobility and the priest caste that inhabited the higher tiers of the Reach.

      Still, the Twisted Pig looked warm and inviting.

      The walls were stark brick, and the simple windows were made from cloudy, poor-quality glass, but the laughter and cheering pouring out was a welcome sound after having doors slammed in our faces all day. The floors were hardwood, covered in hay to help soak up alcohol spills, and the aroma of sizzling meat and roasting vegetables welcomed us in. Long tables, flanked by benches instead of chairs, littered the room, all packed to the gills with Murk Elves, Wodes, and even a few dirt-streaked Dwarves who had the hard-eyed look of miners.

      Off to the left, several tables had been shoved away to clear space for a makeshift dance floor beside a raised platform. On the platform, a sour looking Risi plucked at a lute, though the base had been crafted from a yellowed skull instead of polished wood. The Risi barked out a somber tune, his voice the sound of sandpaper running over gravel. The patrons winced every time he struck a wrong note, which was often. Mostly, though, they ignored him, focusing on frosty flagons of ale and steaming bowls filled with hearty brown stew as they joked and gambled.

      The clink of coins and the slap of hands on the table was almost as loud as the Risi’s alley-cat screeches.

      I was surprised to see the woman working behind the bar was not a Dwarf at all, but a slender Wode with a white apron running down her front, her dirty blonde hair tied in a long braid and slung over one shoulder. She looked swamped with orders, but somehow managed to welcome us with a wave and the first genuine smile we’d seen in hours. “Just grab a seat anywhere you can find it,” she said, loud enough to be heard over the racket.

      Then she was off, swooping out from behind the bar with an enormous platter on each hand and a third nestled into the crook of her elbow. She was a whirlwind of efficiency, nimbly weaving between tables and guests, dropping off wooden plates and bowls, refilling mugs, gathering up dirty dishes. It was an impressive display, all the more so because she also somehow made friendly conversation with everyone she passed.

      Kovit, the war band leader from earlier, was camped out near the Twisted Pig’s oversized stone hearth, guzzling from a drinking horn that held enough booze for a party of five. He was cheering and swaying to the awful music. Seriously, I’d heard chainsaws with a better sense of melody and timing than the terrible Risi bard. The war band leader didn’t seem to mind that the Risi couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket; he was grinning like a loon, savoring the moment. I’m sure the gallon of mead in his horn helped his mood a little. When he saw us threading our way through the press of bodies, he leapt to his feet, waggling a beef-slab arm at us.

      “Come, sit and drink!” Kovit boomed, gesturing to the already full table. “I’ve got money to spend, and the ale is flowing freely tonight! Make room, you swamp breathers,” he roared good-naturedly at the other Elves packing the benches. “We’re drinking on this man’s coin tonight, after all.”

      That sent up a round of cheers, and the other members of the war band scrunched together until there was room for all of us to squeeze in at the end of the table.

      Otto earned a few curious sidelong glances as he wedged himself onto the bench, while Osmark and Jeff garnered even more scrutiny. Osmark had swapped out his Artificer’s gear for some basic leather armor and a shabby fur cloak, trying to pass as a Wode. It didn’t work. Not even a little. Seeing him like that reminded me of Kovit’s earlier comment. It’s in the way you stand, the tilt of your chin, he’d said about me. You expect others to listen when you speak, but you can’t be more than thirty-five rains. Only folk that carry themselves like that are lords and generals.

      Even dressed like a wandering hobo, Osmark had the bearing of a king.

      “Aye, I’ll say this, you have strange taste in traveling companions,” Kovit said as we sat. “Just when I think I’ve got you figured out, I don’t. A Murk Elf Lord. A Risi Battle Warden who looks like he eats horseshoes for breakfast. And a pair of humans, one of which is almost certainly an... Eh. You know what. It doesn’t matter. I promised no questions asked, and I stand by that.” He paused and shot a look toward the door. “Where’s that swamp cat from before, eh? Was hoping to take another stab at her.”

      “She’s out for the night,” I said, “which is good news for you, because I’d wager she might actually stab you if you tried to make a move on her.”

      “You and her a thing, then?” Kovit asked.

      I smiled and shook my head, trying to imagine how the war band leader would take it if he knew she was married to a Wode. “No,” I said, “but she’s spoken for.”

      He grinned. “Not surprised. She’s a beauty with the temper of a Storm Temptress to match. A rare find indeed. Can’t blame a man for trying.”

      The Wode bartender from earlier swished back into view with another tray, this one bearing mugs that she deposited at our table.

      “Welcome,” she said, giving us all a quick, calculating once-over. “House special is lamb and mushroom stew. That’ll be on your own tab, but drinks are on our dear friend Kovit here.” She beamed at the man.

      “The stew will be great, and we’ll need a room for the night as well,” I said. “Two, if you can swing ’em.”

      She grimaced and shook her head. “You’re welcome to eat and stay as long as you’d like for the entertainment”—she took a disgusted look at the wailing Risi—“such that it is, but I can’t do rooms for you. Everything’s spoken for, I’m afraid.”

      “Nonsense,” Osmark said coolly. “We can pay double the rates. Even triple, if that will secure us a bed.”

      She frowned, and I could see her warring with herself. “Sorry,” she said after a long beat. “It’s not good business to give someone a room then kick ’em to the curb because some fancy lord decides to slum around, looking for a spot to sleep off a hangover.”

      Jeff laughed at the look of shock on Osmark’s face. Next to no one told the Artificer no these days, and certainly not some bartender in the rough end of Stone Reach.

      “Come on, Mara,” Kovit said. “This man here”—he pointed his drinking horn at me—“is the reason for all your business tonight. Those are his gold marks in your pocket.”

      “Gratitude, then, stranger,” she said to me, “but a bargain’s a bargain. I’ve already traded coin for those rooms, and I won’t go back on a deal. I suppose you can give up your room if you’d like, Kovit. I’ll let you and your boys sleep under the table.”

      “No,” I said before the war band leader could reply, “we can just try someplace else.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Might as well resign yourself to a night on the streets, lordling. You couldn’t have come at a worse time. Every inn in the Reach is bursting at the seams on account of all the visiting priests and merchants. Plus, the places on the higher tiers wouldn’t serve you anyway—not without a highly ranked Svartalfar to vouch for you. And if you had one of those, you wouldn’t be here, I reckon.”

      “Mara,” Kovit said, dropping his voice low. “You owe me.”

      She rolled her eyes, drumming her fingers on her thigh. “Fine. I’m not above sleeping in the hayloft. I suppose they can have my room for the night—assuming you vouch for them—but I don’t want money.”

      “Come again?” I asked, even as I was reaching for my coin purse.

      “I like gold as much as the next lady,” she replied, “but thanks to Kovit here, I’ll be rolling in enough gold to keep me afloat for the next year. What I need is help. All my bloody staff up and quit on me. Lots of extra work at the other inns and taverns thanks to the ceremony, so I’m short-staffed. One chef in the kitchen and just little ol’ me to work the whole room.” Her face screwed up when she glanced at the bard. “Darragh doesn’t even know how to play the lute. He’s a quarryman by trade. Works down in the mines. If the four of you help me take care of this lot of rabble-rousers, I’ll let you stay in my room. But I’ll need proper entertainment, help in the kitchen, and a couple of serving hands. How’s about it, willing to work for your bed?”

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: Work for your Bed

      

      

      Mara, owner of the Twisted Pig, has offered you her room for the night, but in exchange she doesn’t want gold, but help. A labor shortage brought about by the upcoming Ascension Ritual has left her short-staffed; not only is it wearing her down, but the Twisted Pig’s patrons are growing irritated. If you can entertain the guests and ensure that food and drink flow, you might just earn a place to sleep for the night.

      Quest Class: Common

      Quest Difficulty: Easy

      Success: Provide proper entertainment for the Twisted Pig’s guests, help chef Brody with meal preparation, and serve and clean tables on Mara’s behalf. Keep the Patron Happiness Meter above 3.5 stars!

      Failure: Fail to assist Mara or let the Patron Happiness Meter fall below 3.5 stars.

      Reward: A job well done and a place to rest your weary heads.

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This had to be a joke, right? We were stranded in history, fighting to get back to the ultimate end-game dungeon, and this lady was offering us a low-level social quest? Despite Mara’s protests to the contrary, I was pretty sure we could find another inn to let us stay so long as we were willing to pay the price. Hell, I was reasonably certain I could stand on the table and ask someone to sell me their room and get a dozen takers.

      I glanced over at Osmark and was equally surprised to find there was a small smile on his lips.

      “How about it, Jack?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow at me. “Don’t suppose you’ve gotten too full of yourself for a little elbow grease?”
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            Dirty Mugs and Elbow Grease
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      “Wait, I’m sorry.” Jeff looked as thunderstruck as I felt. “Are you actually saying you want us to accept this quest, Rob?”

      The Artificer nodded. “Why not? We don’t have anything else to do until tomorrow. Besides, these were always my favorite quests. Not that I didn’t like the big, sprawling quest lines. But it was always the small quests, the social interactions, that made the world feel believable to me. Maybe I’m just feeling nostalgic, but I think considering what we’re facing at the moment, we could all afford to be grounded for a bit.”

      “But who’s going to play music for these cretins?” Jeff asked, voice low. “Not sure if you know this, but I sing even worse than the tone-deaf ogre on the stage.”

      “I think I can manage,” Osmark said with the glimmer of a smile. A fiddle, edged with golden filigree, appeared in his hands a second later. The idea of straightlaced, forever-serious Robert Osmark playing a fiddle in front of a room full of drunk Murk Elves almost made me giggle.

      “I’ll happily wait tables if it means I get a chance to see you doing V.G.O. Karaoke,” I said, accepting the quest. “Otto, you want to help with tables or in the kitchen?”

      “Kitchen,” the Battle Warden said without a pause. Surprisingly, he looked rather pleased. “I spent more than my fair share of time in the Rebellion mess hall. I quite enjoy cooking. Might’ve been a calling for me had things gone… differently. I make passable Quarry Grub, though I never thought my culinary skills would save the day.”

      “Alright, that means you and me are on serving duty, Jeff.”

      “Yay,” the Morta Knight replied, deadpan. “Just what I always wanted. Escape to a fantasy world of whimsy and wonder so I can wait tables for tips.”

      “It’ll be fun,” I said.

      “I’m betting you’ve never been a server before. Because only someone with zero restaurant experience would say that. I waited tables in college, and I can tell you I’d take war against Thanatos over a war with an ornery, drunk customer any day of the week. Quit after six months because it was a living nightmare for someone like me.”

      “Let’s make it more interesting then. Ten gold coins says I run circles around you,” I offered.

      Jeff’s eyes narrowed. “This sounds miserable, but my unrelenting need to compete won’t let me back down. You’re on.”

      In short order, Mara shuttled Otto into the kitchen, ran the current entertainment off the stage so Osmark could perform, and slapped a pair of white aprons onto me and Jeff. A star gauge popped up overhead, showing five stars all highlighted in brilliant gold. Mara took up her position behind the bar and set to work. She barked orders through a small window that peered into the steam-filled kitchen while simultaneously filling mugs and placing them onto serving trays along with bowls of stew and crispy bread.

      I only had half a mind on her, though.

      Most of my attention was on Osmark. He was on the stage, fiddle tucked up under his chin. He raised the bow and brought it slashing across the strings with a flourish. The crowd fell oddly quiet as he broke into a solemn classic piece, maybe something from Beethoven or Bach—I couldn’t tell which. Classical music had never been my strong point, but Osmark definitely struck me as a guy who spent more nights at the opera than in front of a game controller. He was talented, though, no doubt about that.

      Osmark closed his eyes, swaying slightly as his fingers danced on the violin’s neck with masterful precision, the bow flowing and sliding across the strings.

      Then, just as I thought he was going to lose the crowd, the tempo changed, the classical melody blending and flowing into something else. No. Couldn’t be… A flawless rendition of the classic “The Devil Went Down to Georgia,” by Charlie Daniels. The irony of Osmark playing that song of all possible songs on a gold-filigreed fiddle was not lost on me. I thought my jaw might just drop to the floor when he opened his mouth and started belting out the lyrics in a steady, confident baritone. I didn’t even realize you could sing and play violin at the same time, but he was doing it and making it look easy.

      More than that, though, he looked happy.

      I don’t think I could ever remember Osmark looking happy. He wasn’t a man who cared about fun. Usually, he had a look of constant disapproval tattooed across his face—that or smug satisfaction. Always one or the other. I’d assumed that Osmark got enjoyment out of board meetings and quarterly finance reports. But there was no doubt in my mind that he was having fun now. And his joy was contagious. The Murk Elves were shouting and clapping, cards forgotten on the table as they stomped their boots in time with his fiddling. Others were up on their feet, shuffling and dancing, swinging their friends around with peals of drunken laughter.

      “Hey, lordling,” called Mara, “I’m not paying you to stand around and enjoy the music.”

      “You’re not paying me at all,” I shot back.

      “I’m paying you in not-being-homeless. Now, order’s up.” She gestured toward a wooden platter stacked with items. “Those drinks aren’t going to serve themselves.”

      Jeff already had a similar platter in hand and was heading out into the chaos of the common room. “Better get moving if you want to win that bet!” he shouted over one shoulder, setting down a trio of fresh mugs at a table full of Chao-Yao warriors and Dwarven miners. “’Cause from here, it looks like I’m already kicking your ass. Plus, you’re costing us stars. How are we gonna get those fat tips without quality service, huh, Jack?”

      He wasn’t wrong. Our combined star rating had dropped just a hair despite Osmark’s raucous playing. The golden glow filling the stars was not quite so vibrant, and a sliver of the fifth star was gone. Not on my watch. A quest was a quest, and I wasn’t in the habit of failing them.

      I took up the serving tray, feeling the drinks wobble. I’d never worked as a server before, and there was definitely an art to it, one Jeff seemed to have perfected. Not so much me. But I’d always been a fast learner, and Osmark’s lively tunes made the work fly by.

      The Artificer had stamina for ages and a seemingly inexhaustible supply of tunes to draw from. He performed everything from folk versions of modern rock songs—he did a rendition of “Hotel California” that had the room howling out the chorus in minutes—to old-world sea shanties, while mixing in a shocking number of V.G.O. drinking tunes. He sang one of Cutter’s favorite songs, “Knife in your Boot”—a jaunty tune about a thief hiding a ridiculous assortment of weaponry in a variety of increasingly implausible locations—followed by a Dokkalfar battle hymn that left the crowd roaring for an encore.

      Honestly, Osmark looked ten years younger. I’d thought I’d come to know him over the past year, but seeing him smile while he fiddled and danced made me think that maybe I’d only scratched the surface of who he was and what made him tick.

      I was having almost as much fun myself.

      Sure, serving tables wasn’t glamorous, but there was something simple and pure in it. There were no sweeping moral choices to make. Life and death didn’t hang in the balance. The world wouldn’t end if I dropped a beer or messed up an order. The worst that would happen was a disgruntled look and a dip in my star rating. For a while, I felt… normal. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be just a face in the crowd without the crushing weight of responsibility constantly bearing down on me.

      I drank in that sense of normalcy like a fine wine, allowing myself to forget what was at stake for a little while. I let the work fill my mind with purpose.

      I wasn’t half as efficient as Jeff—the Morta Knight was almost as good as Mara when it came to refilling mugs and chatting with the customers—but I still fell into a comfortable routine. Ferrying the platters, cleaning up empties, avoiding the drunken patrons who were stumbling around to the music. I realized early on that speed was only a small part of what earned us good ratings. Spending a moment to stop and socialize—just a quick word here or there—went a long way, and the Murk Elves seemed to be a lot more lenient about how long the food took to get out, so long as the ale was flowing like water and their mugs were topped off.

      Jeff was quicker on that front, but I wasn’t above cheating a little to win, especially since our bet didn’t explicitly say I couldn’t use my abilities. I would beeline to the bar with a tray full of empties, deposit it for Mara, then scoop up a fresh platter and trigger Shadow Stride, slipping into the Shadowverse, where I could take as long as I wanted. Another benefit of being in the Shadowverse was that people became as intangible as wisps of smoke. Instead of navigating through the perilous sea of stumbling revelers, I could stroll right through them. Even better, things like tables were considered tangibles in the Shadowverse, so I could just as easily deposit the drinks and food all across the common room.

      When I stepped back into the Material Realm, time would snap back into place like a rubber band, and in an eyeblink, fresh mugs and hot stew appeared in front of guests as though by magic. Turned out, Shadowmancers weren’t just good at killing things—the class was excellent for serving. And not just because of Shadow Stride. Stew a little too cold? Nothing a short burst of Umbra Flame wouldn’t fix. I even half considered summoning Nikko and the rest of my shadowy Void Apes to lend a hand. Ultimately, I decided against it, though, since the sudden appearance of flying monkeys might cause a panic in a venue like this.

      Still, once this was all over, maybe I needed to seriously look into the restaurant business. I could recruit Osmark as the in-house entertainment and hire Otto to work in the kitchen. I checked up on the Risi periodically throughout the night. He’d removed his armor and wore a leather apron, cinched tight around the waist. Like Osmark, he was smiling. Chef Brody turned out to be the only Dwarf working at the Twisted Pig, and he and the Battle Warden seemed to hit it off famously. Otto chopped meat and diced vegetables, almost as skilled with a chef’s knife as he was with a two-handed sword, or stirred the stew, occasionally tasting it with an oversized wooden spoon.

      Contentment was etched into the normally hard lines of his face, momentarily replacing the constant anger that seemed to simmer just under the surface.

      I was glad that Osmark had convinced me to take on this quest. After everything we’d endured over the past few months, there was something refreshing about just working at a tavern: cleaning up dishes, making dinner, giving people a chance to smile and laugh. It felt real in a way that the epic battles rarely did. It also was a firm reminder of what we were fighting for. A world where death and war weren’t the standard. Where Travelers and Citizens alike could enjoy a good laugh over a pint at the bar.

      As the night wore on, the patrons drifted off to sleep, many passing out on the benches or crashing beneath the rough wooden tables. Others migrated to their rooms, leaning against the walls so they wouldn’t topple over. Osmark finished his final set with a surprisingly tender Wode love song called “Leave her Well.” Mara had requested it and was nearly in tears when the Artificer finished. The ghost of a smile lingered on Osmark’s face as he took a bow to a round of sparse applause—only a handful of people were still awake. That smile stayed there even as he helped me and Jeff clean the tables, sweep the floors, and scrub dishes in the kitchen with Otto.

      Finally, at close to two in the morning, Mara dismissed us for the night, giving us a bag full of silver coins and even a few golds. Tips for a job well done.

      “If the four of you ever give up on playing at lords and adventurers, you’re always welcome back here at the Twisted Pig. We could make a killing. Might even be able to turn this humble little shop into a place the Dwarves would want to visit.” She fished a brass key dangling from a leather cord from around her neck and handed it over. “The key to my room. Up on the third floor. Nicest place in the inn and well-earned.”

      We were heading upstairs when the front doors squeaked open and Cutter and Amara slipped into the common room. The thief surveyed the room then stole a glance at us.

      “The one time you decide to stay up late drinking, and you leave me out of it!” he swore, throwing his hands up in frustration. “Bloody well figures.”

      I laughed and slung an arm around his shoulders. “You don’t even know the half of it,” I said, shaking my head. “How’d your night go?”

      “Not as bloody good as yours,” he replied, “but productive I suppose. I’ve managed to get us a way in, though I don’t think you lot are going to care for it much.”
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      “Get into the barrel,” Cutter said.

      “I won’t.” Otto crossed his tree-trunk arms and stared daggers at the thief. “It’s undignified,” he said, glancing toward the wooden cask. “And even if it wasn’t, there’s no way I’ll fit.”

      “Hate to say it, but the man has a point,” Jeff said, eyeing his own barrel. “I’m not claustrophobic or anything, but that’s a squeeze.”

      “We don’t have all day,” came a grunt from a squat Dwarf perched on the transport wagon. “We need to move this along before someone gets suspicious. They were expecting this load twenty minutes ago.”

      “Don’t get your bloody beard in a twist,” Cutter snapped at the driver. “You raked me over the coals—for the amount I paid you, I should own this blasted cart and everything in it ten times over.”

      “Still ain’t worth my neck,” the Dwarf grunted. “We get on the road in five minutes’ time or you can keep your coin.”

      “You heard the man,” Cutter said, rounding on the others. “Into the barrels.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be the best thief in Eldgard,” Jeff protested, even as he hooked a leg over the edge of the barrel and attempted to cram himself inside. “This seems like a stupid plan. There has to be a better way.”

      “’Fraid not, friend.” Cutter rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “And believe me, I looked. Much as I hate to admit it, Osmark was right. Turns out, the Sanctum of Lament is buttoned up tighter than a priestess’s vestments. There’s a servant’s entrance, but they have four guards posted at all times and a divine revelation ward that dispels illusion and stealth. There’s an exposed balcony high up on the third level, which is how I plan to get in.

      “But no bloody way you lot could scale the walls unseen and gain access. You’d be spotted a mile off. Amara could do it, and maybe Jack, but the pair of you”—he eyeballed Jeff and Otto, both clad in heavy armor—“both sound like mobile armories. All that clanging would wake up a narcoleptic corpse.” He grimaced and shook his head. “A master smith has to work with the tools at hand, and unfortunately, you sods are my tools. Which means the bloody barrels it is. Now bugger off and get in.”

      Otto grumbled, but consented, slipping into one of the bigger casks and crouching down. “I’m going to have to take my armor off again, aren’t I?” he growled, trying to wiggle his monstrous pauldrons into the tight confines.

      “At least you won’t be alone this time,” Jeff sighed, peeling off his armor.

      The Morta Knight’s torso was littered with scars. Thin white marks crisscrossed nearly every inch of exposed skin. That shouldn’t have been possible, not with how fast Travelers healed. Was it possible he’d had those marks before transitioning to V.G.O.? I couldn’t imagine how anyone would survive those kinds of wounds IRL, nor could I understand why you’d want to keep them after transitioning. Seriously, it looked like someone had pushed him into a woodchipper. In theory, it was possible to prevent a Traveler from healing for long enough to permanently scar or disfigure them, but the process to accomplish something like that would be inhumanly cruel.

      “Now, listen carefully, because we’ll only have one chance to get this right,” Cutter said, jarring me from my thoughts. “Amara and Jack will be accompanying the wagon as caravan guards—”

      “I’m a more convincing guard than either of them,” Otto muttered.

      “You’re also a Risi. That’ll raise more than a few eyebrows. Not sure if you noticed, but there are plenty of Murk Elves hanging around. Now stow it. I’ve got a guard patrol to take out, and not much time to do it. Jack and Amara will accompany the wagon as caravan guards. Osmark, Jeff, and Otto, your only job is to stay in your barrels and not make any noise. Once everyone’s inside, the lot of you will take the stone spiral staircase to the right of the kitchen. Head up three flights. I’ll be waiting for you. Then it’s a straight shot into the central chamber where they’re holding the ceremony. I hope. Most of my knowledge of the interior came from a drunk priest who lost big in a dice game last night.”

      “And if your information is incorrect?” Osmark asked, already in his own barrel.

      Cutter grinned and shrugged. “We improvise? Worst-case scenario, it comes down to a brawl. I’d put good money on those odds. Not sure you all realize this, but before you Travelers came pouring into our world, most Citizens never made it much past level twenty. Between the six of us, we could likely wipe out every priest in that temple and not break a sweat.”

      Cutter helped us cinch the barrel lids in place, then secure the barrels on the wagon bed. Satisfied, the thief turned and took off at a run, effortlessly bounding up a wall, latching onto the stony eave, then swinging up onto the lip of a roof. He took three steps and promptly disappeared, swallowed by the dim shadows of an overhanging ledge. He might’ve been lazy, greedy, and work avoidant, but he rarely overestimated his abilities.

      Amara and I, both dressed in simple chainmail tunics, took up positions on either side of the wagon. The Dwarf clucked his tongue and flicked the reins, urging the stout donkey pulling the cart into motion. Wooden wheels squeaked and lurched, the cart rumbling along. Based on the number of muffled curses I heard coming from the back of the cart, I assumed the Dwarf was purposely aiming for every bump in the road. I banged on the wagon with the side of my fist. “Keep it quiet in there.”

      I was glad they couldn’t see the small grin on my face.

      We wound our way down to the bottom tier of Stone Reach, which housed the Temple District. There were lesser temples on other levels, all dedicated to various minor Aspects—it seemed like the Dwarves had an Aspect for everything—but the temples on the bottom level were a lavish display to rival anything Ankara or New Viridia could offer. These were the temples dedicated not to an Aspect, but to the Overminds themselves. The buildings above were works of art, meticulously carved from the stone innards of the mountain, but all of them dimmed in comparison to the exalted temples surrounding the great Ironwoods.

      These were the places where the Grand Hierophants of each sect communed with their gods.

      There was a stately Grecian-inspired temple of pure white marble with fluted columns for Sophia, while a mirror image temple crafted from black marble sat directly across from it, dedicated to Enyo. Yang to Sophia’s yin.

      Cernunnos’ temple was all hulking slabs of gray stone held together with roots, creeping vines, and colorful flowers; sprouting from its top was an Ironwood, its branches reaching ever upward like an army of skeletal fingers.

      An impossible engineering mashup of golden minarets, swooping arches, and ornate gables belonged to Aediculus the Architect.

      Grim-faced priests of Gaia watched our cart pass from a colorful pagoda with wide eaves, bright blue ceramic roof tiles, and a courtyard studded with cherry blossoms perpetually in bloom.

      The disciples of Gaia weren’t the only ones who seemed on guard.

      Priests, acolytes, and followers from every faith gathered in small pockets in front of their places of worship, talking in hushed voices as more wagons made their way toward Thanatos’ temple. The Sanctum of Lament sat apart from the other places of worship, as though it were the black sheep of the family.

      A towering cathedral, it was built from slabs of black stone, with sharp lines, peaked steeples, flying buttresses, and intricate arched windows filled with bleak stained-glass depictions of life and death. Winged gargoyles and other devilish statutory dotted the exterior of the building, staring down on us with lifeless, inhuman eyes as we approached. The Dwarven wagon driver didn’t even spare them a glance. We passed under an enormous archway that let into an enclosed courtyard surrounded by a colonnade.

      There were congregants and worshipers milling about, and the mood was celebratory, almost festive. Many of the visitors held candles that burned with unearthly green flame. Robed priests kept a path clear for the wagons, and a guard in scale mail waved us through, directing us toward yet another archway, which led to a smaller courtyard beside the temple. Ahead was an entry for the servants and caravans. There were a few other wagons present, their drivers offloading wares, then ferrying them into a plain looking entrance that was obviously not meant for the public.

      The driver clucked and brought his wagon to a halt as a stout Dwarven porter blustered out with a manifest clutched in his pudgy hands.

      “Whadda we got here, then?” he asked, eyeing the cart, then glancing toward me and Amara.

      “Casks of Dokkalfar Law-jiu,” the cart driver replied. “Gifts from the war chiefs, sent up from the Storme Marshes.”

      The Dwarf with the manifest sniffed dismissively and spit to one side. “Never did develop a taste for that rice wine but seems to be catching on. And these two?” he asked, nodding at me and Amara.

      “We came straight up from the Storme Marshes. Started out in Yunnam, if ya can believe it. Had to cross through Imperial-controlled territory. Nasty trip,” the driver said dourly. “Glad to be done with it. Never woulda agreed to make a go of it at all, if not for the all the gold these Murkies have. Their chieftain’s a Necromancer and a devotee of Uzyul—paid me a small fortune to offer this sacrifice, but he wanted to make sure it got here in one piece. Sent these two along to help.” He paused and offered the porter a smile. “Good news for me, since that means Ah don’t have to unload.”

      The porter snickered. “Yeah, suppose they are good fer that at least. Alright then. Ya two bring it in and load it in the south storeroom. Should be just up the hall and on the left. And don’t be stealin’ anything. I know how yer kind are.”

      “Oh, and how is that?” Amara said, nostrils flaring. “Do you really think we have so little honor that we need to steal scraps from your table like dogs?”

      I tensed up, afraid that her temper would finally get the better of us. Amara was amazing in battle and had a sharp mind, but insulting clan or honor was a good way to get an arrow through the neck or a knife in the kidney. A bloody nose at the very least. That was a lesson Cutter had learned more than a few times firsthand. Thankfully, I’d always been smart enough to avoid that particular pitfall.

      “Didn’t mean anything by it,” the porter mumbled, glancing away from her stony glare. “Besides, Ah have better things to be about than pickin’ a fight with a couple of Darkie caravan guards. Unless ya have a problem? Wouldn’t take but a second to call the temple guard to come sort ya out…” He let the threat linger in the air.

      “It’s not worth it, Amara,” I said softly. “There’s more on the line than a little wounded pride.”

      She grunted, a frown on her face, then nodded.

      “Aye. That’s about what Ah thought,” the porter replied smugly. “Best ya remember yer place, lass.” He gave a sharp whistle over one shoulder. A young scullion boy, slim and beardless, scampered over with a small wooden pushcart. The porter turned on his heel and headed back toward the temple, barking orders. He’d already dismissed us from mind, which was fine by me.

      Amara and I worked quickly, rolling the barrel holding Osmark to the edge of the cart, then carefully hoisting it down onto the pushcart. I heard a muffled grumble from within.

      Jeff’s cask was significantly heavier, but it was nothing compared to Otto’s barrel. I was glad I had an abundance of healing potions on hand, because I thought I might slip a disk trying to get his barrel onto the cart. I was going to let him know that he needed to go on a diet once this was all said and done with. The Warden had to weigh three hundred pounds easy, and that was without his heavy armor. Couldn’t be good for his heart.

      We wheeled the cart across the stone pavers, the little Dwarven apprentice leading the way. We passed through an unadorned doorway, flanked by a pair of steely faced guards, and into a broad hallway meant for loading and unloading. There were a variety of storerooms and pantries to the left, while a bustling kitchen was off to the right. A small legion of aproned Dwarves scuttled around, but there was an admirable precision in their movements. It was chaotic at first glance, but the longer I looked, the more I realized it was like watching the inner workings of a clock.

      Everyone had a place, a job, a function. They all knew exactly where they fit in the grand scheme of things, and they all did their part with flawless attention to detail. I should’ve expected no less, considering this was a 1st ranked Dragon-Class Temple, but it was still impressive to watch—all the more so because I’d spent the night before ferrying platters and coordinating orders. This was like that, but on a scale a hundred times larger.

      The executive chef—marked by his pristine white apron and golden toque—marched around the kitchen like a general surveying a battlefield, waving a wooden spoon like a sword. Sous chefs in silver toques prepared a wide array of meats, vegetables, fruits, and sauces, while crimson-hatted line cooks toiled over hot burners, stirred ingredients into enormous cookpots, or turned spits of sizzling meat over roaring fires. Young apprentices with aprons and even younger, apron-less scullions darted about in a mad rush, bearing enormous pots, clearing away used dishes and utensils, or fetching ingredients for the sous chefs from the many pantries.

      From the smells lingering in the air, I could only assume the chefs were masters of their craft. Garlic and butter waltzed with seared chicken and grilled beef. My mouth watered in seconds, and I was suddenly sad that we were going to miss out on the feast. If there was one thing V.G.O. did better than anything else, it was food. Somehow this place made spider stew and rat skewers taste like divine ambrosia; I couldn’t even imagine what the food in here would taste like. Probably angels tap-dancing on the tip of your tongue.

      The boy leading us marched right past the hustle and bustle of the kitchen, down the hall and away from the clang of pots and the hollers of both the executive chef and the head porter. We turned down a connecting corridor, filled with nonperishables, and to a large room stacked wall to wall with barrels of liquor. My eyebrows climbed. Casks of Stonekeep Black Mead, from Rowanheath. Sour Hammerdream Ale from Harrowick. Moondust Cider from Alaunhylles. Even stone amphoras labeled as Grog—a Risi specialty that was easily the worst tasting thing I’d tasted in-game. They had it all.

      I was glad Cutter had decided to go in through the balcony, because there was no way in hell I ever would’ve gotten him to leave this place behind.

      Amara pushed the cart to a stop, then turned to face our guide. She crouched and fished a bright gold coin from her pouch. “Thank you for your service,” she said solemnly. “Find something good to eat.”

      “Honest?” the boy asked, extending an uncertain hand toward the coin.

      “Honest,” she said, flicking it toward him. He snagged it from the air with quick reflexes that only come with youth, then turned and darted away before Amara could reconsider. The Huntress watched him disappear, a sad look in her eyes.

      I touched her shoulder. “You okay?”

      “Just confused,” she said, standing, “and angry.”

      “You shouldn’t let that porter rattle you,” I said.

      “It is fine,” she said, though clearly it wasn’t.

      “He was being an asshole,” I said, “but it probably wasn’t personal.”

      “No. It was personal,” she replied. “And it wasn’t just him. The wagoner from yesterday. The innkeepers. The serving folk. I see the way they look at us. Hate. Or loathing, maybe. Loathing mixed with the barest thread of tolerance. It seems our people have always been looked down on by others. Somehow, I imagined that this time in history would be different. I know the Jade Lord was not a perfect man—our time together has broken me of that notion—but he was a formidable leader.

      “He fought the Imperials to a standstill and forged powerful alliances with those outside the Marshes. I always assumed that here, in this time, our people would be respected. When I was a young whelp at my father’s knee, he would tell me of the Dokkalfar days of glory. Back before the civil war and the great unrest. Back when the clans were united under one banner. A time when our people were revered across Eldgard. As a youngling I would fall asleep and dream of those days. Pretend I had been born then.” She paused and looked down at her feet. “More lies.”

      “Not lies,” I said softly. “At least not intentional ones. In my experience, history, like everything else, is just more nuanced than we give it credit for. People aren’t all good or all bad—everyone has their faults, and so do our stories. Plus, it’s easy to see the past through rose-colored glasses. To see what we want to see. Turn it into something it never was.”

      “Even still…” She stole a sidelong glance at me. “Why would the Jade Lord partner with a people who so clearly hate us? They discriminate against us and insult us at every turn. Does he not know?”

      I pursed my lips and thought of Osmark and the Legion. Back when I’d first transitioned, I never would’ve imagined working hand in hand with him. I also thought of all the backroom deals Osmark had made to get V.G.O. off the ground—deals he regretted, yet deals I knew he would make again in a heartbeat if it meant saving humanity.

      “Sometimes desperation can make strange bedfellows,” I said, offering her a thin smile, “and if I have learned anything, it’s that leading a nation is more complicated than it appears on the surface, and there are rarely good choices or easy answers. Sometimes you just do the best you can and hope it’s enough. Now come on, we have more bad choices to make…”
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      After busting out our hidden companions, we padded out of the storage room and hoofed it up a stone staircase that led to a different section of the temple complex. We found the first temple guard tucked away in the stairwell. He was out cold, a gag shoved into his mouth, his hands and feet bound with his own shackles. Scrawled onto the wall above his head in chalk was an arrow that pointed upward. There was also a slip of parchment perched on his chest.

      Keep going. Third floor. Move your arses.

      – C

      The chicken scratch was Cutter’s handwriting, though the downed guard was all the confirmation I needed. We passed two more guards on the way up to the third level, both out cold and bound just like the first sentry. Say what you wanted about Cutter, but when it came time for a little thievery, there really was no one better to have in your corner. We exited on the third-floor landing. There was another guard there, slumped against the wall, his halberd propped up against his side.

      As I got closer, I realized this guard had been knocked out like the others—he’d just been propped up to prevent drawing undue attention. We padded toward the end of the hallway when a shape manifested out of the shadows like an angry specter.

      “’Bout bloody time. I was starting to think you all abandoned me.”

      “And see you hang it over my head for the next fifty years?” Amara asked. “Never, my love.” She leaned in and brushed his jawline with her lips. “I am glad you are safe.”

      “Please. I’ve seen bakeshops with better security measures than this place. It’s laughable really.”

      Amara shook her head. “No, my love, as you said earlier, we must remember this is a world without Travelers.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.

      “Cutter is level forty-nine,” she said as though that should’ve been all the explanation I needed. “Even two years ago, such a thing would’ve been unthinkable. Most Citizens, even hardened veterans with multiple campaigns under their belts, never made it past level twenty-five. His prowess and skills are unthought of in this time. Why would they defend themselves against a threat that doesn’t exist?”

      “So what I hear you saying is that they are wholly unequipped to handle a thief of my caliber,” Cutter asked.

      “That is not what I was saying, but technically you are correct, I suppose.”

      “Technically correct is the best kind of correct,” Cutter replied. “Not only am I the best thief in Eldgard and Morsheim, I am now officially the best thief in all of recorded history.”

      “Are you done patting yourself on the back yet?” Osmark asked, checking the pistol at his side. “Because your note seemed to indicate that haste was required.”

      “Way to ruin the moment. But yes, I suppose a bit of haste is required. From what I could see, they’re starting up the ceremony. This way.”

      Cutter guided us down the corridor on silent feet and slipped through a wooden door at the end of the hall, which led to a viewing balcony. There were padded seats and a variety of small tables all stocked with platters of hors d’oeuvres and chilled wine. I had no idea why the balcony was vacant, but I could only assume that Cutter had worked more of his thiefly magic. The balcony looked down into an enormous chamber filled to the gills with robed priests. There were more balconies to either side of us, occupied with finely dressed Dwarves, though none of them were paying any attention to our box.

      All eyes were fixed on the action unfolding in the chamber below. A hundred priests were arrayed in a huge semicircle around a dais, their hands raised high overhead in supplication. The dais itself was flanked by two towering statues of Thanatos, one depicting the Overmind as a skull-faced reaper with an enormous scythe, the other showing him as a young man with scales in one hand, his other extended out toward the crowd as though in invitation. Two very different depictions of the deity, almost at odds with one another.

      Osmark elbowed me and handed over a polished bronze spyglass. I nodded my thanks and put it up to my eye.

      A Dwarf, stripped down to the waist, stood in the center of the raised platform. Graham Axearm, future Aspect of Solidarity.

      Thanks to the spyglass, I could see his chest was almost as scarred as Jeff’s torso. He was older—probably late fifties—hairline receding, his beard silver with just a few flecks of coppery red remaining. But he wore his years well and looked like he could hold his own against anyone stupid enough to take him on. He had on leather leggings, an axe hanging from one hip, a shepherd’s crook gripped in one hand. Bingo. That staff glowed green with otherworldly power, and at the curled center of the crook’s head was a metal disk with a rune carved into its face.

      It was just like the sigil stone Jeff had showed us before venturing into the instance.

      That sigil was our ticket out of this place, but I was far more concerned about the crook itself. Graham wasn’t an Aspect yet, but he carried the artifact of a lesser god, and if I could get my hands on it, I might just be able to zip off to the Halls of the Dead and pick Abby up before Thanatos could do his dirty work and wipe her from the servers. It was a long shot, but there weren’t any better options on the table. Getting down to Graham wouldn’t necessarily be a problem, not with my Shadow Stride ability, but I was willing to bet he wasn’t going to just fork over his enchanted weapon.

      I’d need to take it from him, and doing that while also trying to ward off a hundred of the most powerful priests of Thanatos wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Acolytes of Thanatos,” Graham boomed, raising his hands in priestly benediction, “today is the day of ascension. It is a tremendous honor to be chosen nae only by the hand of Thanatos to fulfill this role, but to stand in solidarity with those who have passed on.” The word solidarity caught my ear like a whistle. “Those outside of these halls often think of the Aspect of Solidarity as some sort of grim specter waiting to strike down the unlucky from the shadows, yet Ah have never considered it so.”

      “We ready to move or what?” Cutter asked, crouching beside me.

      I waved him to be quiet and focused on Graham’s speech. We needed to take his staff to complete this mission and get Abby back, but my gut told me Thanatos had laid out this scene for a reason. There was something here he was trying to tell me or teach me. I knew it.

      “Many cling to life, no matter the pain of existence,” Graham was saying, “fighting against Death’s embrace with tooth and nail, yet fer just as many, death is a blessing. A final kindness and comfort in the face of the unimaginable cruelty of circumstance and time. The truth is, immortality in anything other than a perfect world populated with perfect people is no blessing, but a curse. Ours is the only cure. Regardless of whether someone embraces death or flees from it, it falls to us to do what must be done and grant whatever dignity and grace we may to those who pass from this world. It is our sacred duty—a calling that is rarely easy, but always necessary.

      “What we do is a terrible sacrifice, and it comes at a great personal cost. Ours is a sect misunderstood by the world and destined to be hated by those who dinnae grasp the necessity of our work.” He wavered, his shoulders slumping with terrible weariness. “It is costly to me personally as well.” He regarded the crook in his hands. “The path to immortality is a painful one—to ascend is to lose oneself. To sacrifice that which is most important to us fer the greater good of all. Fer me, it is my memories. My sense of self.” He locked eyes with a woman in front of the audience. Unlike the others, she wasn’t wearing priestly robes, but rather a sturdy blue dress. “Dear heart, Ah will miss ya most of all, but we shall see each other again, fer death is due to us all.”

      He lifted a hand and blew her a kiss; his face was transformed by the action. Suddenly, he looked twenty years younger, filled with light and love and happiness. But then the happiness faded and vanished, replaced by a stony, serious expression as he regarded the crook again.

      “Our burden is to remember. To bear witness. Ah have said my piece and made my peace with the world. Ah stand in solidarity with the dead, a bridge between two worlds, neither living nor dead, but stranded in time between them. Brothers,” he thundered, “let us finish the work we have begun!” He brought the heel of the crook crashing down on the floor with a resounding boom that echoed around the cavernous temple. The priests lifted their voices in unison, a chant filling the air with a rhythmic buzz that reminded me of glimmering-winged cicadas in the summer.

      “Jack,” Osmark said, no small amount of urgency in his voice. “We don’t have long. If we’re going to act, we’re not going to get a better chance than this.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I handed the spyglass back to the Artificer. “Cutter, you and Amara are the infiltration wing. I want the two of you to rappel down and circulate in the crowd. Target active spellcasters whenever possible. Otto, you and Jeff need to make a big splash. Get everyone’s attention, make sure they are all focused on you. Devil will help with that, too…” I squinted back down at the priests. “Let’s try not to kill indiscriminately here. Just because they worship Thanatos doesn’t mean these are bad people. They aren’t Darklings, and they haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “What does that matter?” Jeff asked. “They aren’t even real. Not really real. This is a recreated historical instance. None of these people matter. Nothing we do here matters. We could kill every single Dwarf in Stone Reach and it wouldn’t change anything. Those priests down there are simulations. Shadow images.”

      “I don’t care,” I replied. In my head, I saw Mara weeping while Osmark played “Leave her Well” and Kovit laughing while Amara robbed him blind in Gentleman’s War. They were real enough to me. “Even if you’re right, they might not know that. And I’ll still have to live with myself when this is over. Some of these people will die, I have no illusions that we can pull this off without killing anyone, but we don’t need to be monsters. Besides, you said this was a test. Everything in here is a test. Who knows how Thanatos is judging us? No unnecessary killing.”
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      Osmark and I waited on the balcony as the priests chanted and the rest of our team got into position. Cutter and Amara went first. The thief flung a rope over the edge of the railing and bounded over without a moment of hesitation, as though the three-story drop was nothing to even bat an eye about. The two of them somehow managed to snag the rope and flip off, landing as silently as a pair of alley cats before dropping into Stealth and disappearing into the mass of priests.

      Watching Jeff and Otto descend was far more interesting.

      Despite being tanks, both men were extremely fit and didn’t seem concerned about rappelling over the edge. They moved down the wall in great bounding leaps, quick and efficient but far from silent. With their weapons and armor clanking and clanging with every leap, it sounded like someone pushing a bathtub full of pots and pans down ten flights of stairs. The racket didn’t distract the priests from their chanting—they were utterly focused on the ritual at hand—but it summoned a horde of temple guards from adjacent alcoves.

      Dwarves in shirts of scale mail that descended to their knees rushed out with halberds drawn and shields at the ready. The guards didn’t charge Otto and Jeff, but instead formed a barrier of flesh and steel between the intruders and the congregating priests. Unfortunately for the priests, Cutter and Amara were deep behind said barricade and already hard at work. All across the chamber, priests began to drop, one right after another. It wouldn’t be long before someone sent up a cry of alarm, and we needed to do something before that happened.

      I stuck one hand straight out and summoned Devil.

      Well, I tried to...

      Spirit ebbed down my arm, first in a herky-jerky lurch, then in a tidal rush. My brow furrowed under the effort, and I hardened my will, desperately trying to focus the flow of arcane energies, but it was like trying to wrestle a firehose with one arm tied behind my back. Finally, sooty smoke filled the air in a cloud as my murder-machine Shadow Drake rudely shouldered his way through the gauzy veil that separated this realm from the Shadowverse. The twenty-five-foot lizard of black scales and sharpened bone regarded me and Osmark through burning violet eyes as he stretched enormous leathery wings.

      Where are we? he sent with a flick of his serpentine tail. This place is strange. Out of sync with space and time. I almost couldn’t breach the veil.

      Huh. I hadn’t even considered the fact that he might not be able to get through since we were in the Protoverse.

      Long story. The short version is that we are technically outside of time right now. But none of that really matters. The important thing is that I need a lift, and then I need you to run interference. Lots of smoke, lots of fire—try to keep the actual casualties down to a minimum.

      You waste my talents, he sent. I have fought the Void Nightmares of the Deep places and carved out a kingdom for myself among the lesser Terrors. My name is hissed in whispers throughout the Shadowverse, yet you want me to flap my wings and refrain from doing what I do best.

      I promise, I’ll find you something to kill. Something big and worth your time—but these people are beneath your notice. It wouldn’t even be a challenge.

      What about him? he asked, narrowing all six eyes at Osmark. Maybe just a little killing?

      Sorry, I need him for this plan to work.

      A little gentle maiming, then? He grumbled, still staring at Osmark like a house cat fixated on a wounded bird. Just something to get my blood warm.

      Next time. I promise.

      Completely wasted. He snorted, sending up twin trails of smoke from his nostrils. But he dropped his neck, allowing me to scramble up his shoulder and onto the leather saddle tethered to his spiny back. I offered a hand to Osmark and nodded toward the seat behind me.

      “Maybe avoid the bitey end,” I said.

      Devil had given his word, and the word of a dragon was ironclad, so he probably wouldn’t try to murder the Artificer. But dragons were also fickle, temperamental creatures, so I wouldn’t put non-life-threatening wounds beyond the realm of possibility. The Artificer gingerly climbed into position, deftly avoiding Devil’s spikes while also making sure to steer clear of the Drake’s mouth.

      Once the Artificer was situated, I flicked the reins and planted my heels into Devil’s sides, urging him into motion. The Drake took three lurching steps, planted talon-tipped feet on the railing, then sprang into the air, wings spread wide.
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      A collective gasp went up from the guards below as every eye trailed upward to track our flight. Otto and Jeff used the moment of distraction to charge, barreling into the line of guards like a pair of living cannonballs. Dwarves went cartwheeling through the air, accompanied by gruff squawks of protest. A few temple sentries fumbled at beefy crossbows, taking aim at us, but the rest swarmed Otto and Jeff, desperately trying to drown them in a sea of bodies.

      I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      With a tap of my foot, Devil banked hard left, wheeling above the crowd. He raised his head and spewed a gout of flame, not targeting anyone in particular, but making everyone flinch away on instinct. After all, it wasn’t every day a Void Terror from the Shadowverse popped in for a visit. I thrust my hand out and conjured Umbra Bog. A writhing sea of purple and black spread beneath the mass of Dwarves below like an immense oil slick. This was the first time I’d used the spell since unlocking the grandmaster level, but I still wasn’t ready for how horrifying the effects were.

      The tendrils that crept out were covered in violet thorns and bulbous eyes. They moved with deadly purpose—a sort of cold, distant sentience—and wrapped around legs and arms, weapons and throats. The tendrils curled inward with terrible pressure, forcing unearthly screams from Dwarven mouths. Guards and priests alike screamed not just in pain, but in unadulterated terror. Otto and Jeff ploughed through the immobile guards, breaking through their ranks with ease, then slammed into the chanting priests toward the rear of the formation.

      Still, I couldn’t take my eyes off the guards. The first ones had toppled, blood leaking from their eyes as their HP bars hit zero. I was horrified, but for entirely different reasons. I’d wanted to avoid a slaughter, yet one spell was all it took to start dropping bodies—and it wasn’t even an offensive spell. The Crushing and Psychic damage were passive effects. At most, the spell should’ve dealt 710 damage, and that was for the entire duration of Umbra Bog. For these guards to be falling so quickly, it could only mean that they had a ridiculously low amount of HP.

      Amara’s words from earlier trickled through the back of my mind. Most Citizens, even hardened veterans with multiple campaigns under their belts, never made it past level twenty-five. If this instance was historically accurate, then chances were high that none of the men down there could hold a candle to the power we wielded. If this was the damage Umbra Bog dealt, what hell would a spell like Night Cyclone unleash? How many men would it kill? Or what about Plague Burst? It had a five-minute cooldown, but if I strung a couple of those together, it was distinctly possible I could single-handedly kill everyone in this chamber.

      While Umbra Bog slowly crushed the life from guards and priests alike, Devil banked right, closing in on the dais at the far side of the temple. A blaze of green fire erupted from the platform, clipping into Devil’s wing and searing a hole through the leathery membrane. Apparently, we’d managed to catch Graham’s attention, and he, at least, wasn’t a pushover. Another sizzling green bolt streaked toward us, then another. I called up Dark Shield. A shimmering violet dome took shape, absorbing the first bolt of noxious power, but there were so many of them.

      Without warning, Devil tucked his wings in tight and launched himself into a lightning-fast barrel roll. The world twisted, inverted, and I could feel Osmark slipping from the saddle behind me. This wasn’t exactly how I’d planned for things to go, but sometimes the only thing you could do was improvise, adapt, and overcome—a saying my dad had been fond of.

      I let go of the reins, unhooked my feet from the stirrups, and grabbed Osmark’s wrist. I triggered Shadow Stride as we abruptly plummeted toward the chaos below. Time slowed and the color bled from the world, leaving everything in monochromatic shades of gray and white and black. Devil was frozen mid-spin above us. Graham was a statue below, snarling, his crook raised, a hail of toxic green bolts heading our way. We were thirty feet from the ground, and though neither of us could sustain damage while in the Shadowverse, it didn’t mean we couldn’t feel pain.

      I’d performed this aerial dismount maneuver more times than I could count, and I flipped over with a flourish, guided by muscle memory. I landed in a crouch, the shock traveling up through my boots and into my legs. Hard stone was much less forgiving than grass or mud. Surprisingly, Osmark also landed on his feet, making it look nearly as effortless as I had. The things he could do never ceased to amaze me.

      “That was rather unexpected,” he said, brushing off his lapels as he straightened. He paused and looked out at the priests arrayed in front of us in a vast sea. “I know you want to try and spare as many of these people as possible, Jack, but I don’t think that’s going to be feasible. I can lay out caltrops and a few other less-than-lethal deterrents, but those measures will only go so far, and the vast majority of my arsenal is automated. My turrets won’t fire warning shots. Best I can do is try to contain how much damage they deal.”

      A pit formed in my stomach. “I wasn’t ready for how squishy everyone in here would be. I sort of assumed everyone would scale up to our level.” I stared out across the frozen battlefield. There was death everywhere. Guards and priests being crushed to death under the unforgiving grip of my Umbra Bog. Others falling to Cutter’s and Amara’s blades. More being hacked apart by Otto’s sword and ripped limb from limb by Jeff’s necrotic energies. Our classes were powerful, and Osmark was right, they hadn’t been designed to pull punches.

      “Maybe that’s part of the point,” Osmark replied while the countdown timer spun away in the corner of my vision. “For the past several months, we’ve been battling against other high-level Travelers and even demigods—it’s easy to lose sight of just how powerful we are. Something like this, though, offers a fairly compelling perspective.”

      I didn’t speak, didn’t want to admit that he was right—or that Thanatos may have had a point.

      “I’ll try to be quick,” I said instead. “Graham seems like a heavy hitter, but I don’t need to beat him. All I need is his crook. Just try to hold the priests back.”

      I pulled free my hammer and headed over to the soon-to-be Aspect, dropping into Stealth as I positioned myself behind him. I blinked and the Shadowverse faded around me. Color, sound, and frantic motion crashed back down in a thunderclap. I swung my hammer in a vicious arc, but resisted the temptation to trigger any additional effects, like Savage Blow or Crush Armor. That particular combo—combined with the backstab bonus and my natural strength—would one-shot almost anything that was unfortunate enough to get in my way. I couldn’t afford to accidentally kill Graham and risk failing the quest right out of the gate.

      The blow never landed.

      Graham was impossibly fast. He spun on his heel, whipping the crook through the air and batting my hammer aside before my strike could land.

      “Ah don’t know who ya are,” he growled, hands tightening around the shaft of his weapon, “and Ah don’t know how ya got here, but Ah’m going to make sure ya regret it.”

      I feinted left, then bolted right, thrusting the deadly spike on top of the hammer toward his throat. He parried the blow, swung the crook around, and brought it down against my left shoulder. The staff looked like wood, but it hit like a steel wrecking ball, a flash of green power erupting on impact. The blow took a sizeable bite out of my Night Armor, before slicing through an eighth of my HP and knocking me back a solid eight feet. And Graham was only getting warmed up.

      He twirled the staff and brought it screaming down again, the butt slamming into the floor and sending out a ripple of power. Ethereal green fissures spiderwebbed across the stone and ghostly skeletal hands emerged from the ground, groping at my ankles and clawing at my knees. Most of the skeletal hands were content to stay in the ground, but most wasn’t all. A few of those hands pulled ghostly green bodies up from the earth in a reenactment of Romero’s Night of the Living Dead. The undead warriors lumbered toward me, weaponless but filled with potent fury.

      I stole a look toward Osmark.

      Damn, we were running out of time. The priests had officially given up on the ritual and were converging on us en masse. Even though we were vastly stronger than any one of them individually, there were a lot of them, and they were spellcasters. Osmark had set up automatic turrets that were offloading a flurry of rounds, but using a combination of divine shields and healing buffs, the priests were damned good at soaking up damage. He had aerial drones zipping through the air, firing into the crowd from above, but for every priest taken down, another one surged forward to take up the fight. These acolytes also had access to some high-level healing spells, which meant those injured didn’t stay down for long.

      I’d been trying to take it easy, but clearly that wasn’t going to do the trick. Much as I hated to admit it, it was time to take off the kid gloves.

      The first conjured skeleton lumbered into range, and I obliterated it with a swing of my hammer. Then, with a flick of my wrist, I tapped into my new Umbra Bolt grandmaster ability. A surge of Spirit rushed out of me, and a roiling ball of Shadow energy formed in the palm of my hand. I hurled it toward the priests and watched in satisfaction as it swelled in size, transforming into a great purple eye with a small forest of shadow tendrils whipping at the air. Each tentacle had another eye-like orb on the end. The Elemental Umbra Orb was something straight out of a Lovecraft novel.

      I was just glad it was on my side.

      The army of eyestalks began blasting out concentrated bursts of Umbra energy, spamming priests, skeletons, and any other hostile force in range. The small bolts weren’t nearly as powerful as their full-sized counterparts, but sheer quantity had a certain quality all its own, plus I didn’t have to direct them. I conjured two more of the horrifying Elementals, positioning one near Osmark and the other right behind me to guard my six from encroaching specters while I worked to get free of the grasping hands. At 650 Spirit a pop, conjuring the three Elemental Umbra Orbs cost me 1,950 total Spirit—nearly depleting my arcane reservoir.

      So instead of relying on my spells, I swung with my hammer.

      Unfortunately, the blunt head whiffed through the grasping hands as though they were nothing more than the stuff of smoke and nightmares. They might have looked solid, but they were clearly some sort of Crowd Control spell, not so different from my Umbra Bog ability. Graham’s undead minions, shambling toward me with outstretched arms and hungry teeth, weren’t so lucky. Mad God’s Fury became a whirlwind in my hands, splitting skulls, smashing in rib cages, shattering bones with every swing. I triggered Savage Blow and Crush Armor with every hit, amping up my total damage output levels to ungodly levels, while slowly draining my Stamina bar. I added in Black Caress every few swings, siphoning off a little extra life—healing the minuscule amount of damage the undead forces were managing to inflict.

      It wasn’t enough, however. My Spirit had crept back up into a safe zone, so I triggered Shadow Stride, hoping that would free me from the ghostly snare. No luck. A failure notice flashed in front of me.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Shadow Stride failed! You’ve been snared and are unable to Shadow Stride until your movement is restored.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Yep. Should’ve figured.

      Devil! I could use a lift, I sent, while warding off a renewed surge of undead flesh.

      Overhead, the Drake let out an ear-piercing roar of defiance, then dove toward me with one scaly claw extended. I reached up, and taloned digits wrapped around my arm, jerking me upward as Devil pumped his wings. The spectral hands held for an instant; the strain on my left shoulder was tremendous. For a heartbeat, I thought I’d made a grave mistake and that Devil was going to yank my arm clean from the socket, but then the pressure on my ankles loosened and I jolted roughly into the air.

      The Drake wheeled to the right then dropped me back toward the dais before zipping off again.

      Around me, angry priests sent a flurry of spells barreling toward me, but none found their mark. They exploded in bursts of green and red and gold, spraying a riot of sparks down onto the platform. I landed in a crouch a few feet away from Graham and rose, ready for round two.

      “Ah dinnae know what ya hope to accomplish, lad,” Graham panted, sweat dripping down his face, “but you’ve accomplished nothing. You’ll never kill me. Hells, you’ll never stop the ascension. At best, ya have delayed our progress by a day.”

      “I’m not looking to stop you, and I couldn’t care less about whether you ascend,” I replied. “All I want is that crook in your hands.” I eyed the sigil stone embedded into the twist of the crook.

      Graham’s face softened a hair at my words. “Ah dinnae know who you’ve lost, but the crook isn’t going to give ya what ya want. Even if ya get to the Halls of the Dead, those who are gone… Well, this will nae bring them back.”

      “Leave that up to me,” I said, thinking of the key fastened around my neck. The Reality Editor could open any door and destroy an Aspect—there was no reason it couldn’t bring Abby back, too. All I needed was to get to her. “This doesn’t need to go any further. Just give me what I want and no one else needs to get hurt…”

      “Ah can’t do that either,” he said, grim faced. “Ah stand in solidarity with the dead as their champion. Ah will protect their rest.”

      He dropped into a low stance and thrust the crook forward, unleashing a column of necrotic fire. Two could play at that game, though, and I knew I was stronger. I met him with a column of Umbra Flame. The two beams of power slammed against each other, each vying for dominance. I fed more Spirit into the spell, my energy draining away by the second. That didn’t matter, though, because I was winning. This was a battle of Spirit and Will, and I wanted that crook more than he did.

      My Umbra Flame forced his spell back, slowly at first, but then faster with each passing second. Graham strained under the pressure, arms shaking as he tried to maintain his magic.

      He wasn’t strong enough.

      His spell faltered, and my Umbra Flame enveloped him in a beam of Shadow fire, swatting him back into the skull-faced statue of Thanatos. He folded over like a rag doll, alive but stunned by the vicious assault. Before he could gain his feet, I activated Umbra Bog, summoning a host of sentient black tentacles from the stone beneath him with the last of my Spirit. Tendrils coiled around the fledging deity like hungry boa constrictors, squeezing the life out of him. His Health bar appeared, a trickle of HP draining every second. Graham was made of much sterner stuff than his followers, so I had no doubt he’d survive the encounter.

      “Ah promise, lad,” he said as I drew close, “yer nae going to find what yer lookin’ fer. This is only going to bring ya pain.” An odd clarity entered his eyes. “Take what you’ve come fer and go, but leave the Halls of Dead be.”

      “No.” I bent down and pried the crook from his steely grip. It radiated power, thrumming beneath my hand, filling my chest with a heady buzz. I pulled up its description.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Mercy’s Rod

      

      

      Weapon Type: Relic; Divine Crook (Blessed)

      Class: Ancient Artifact, Two-handed

      Base Damage: 150

      Primary Effects:

      
        	75 points necrotic damage + (.5 x character level)

        	Reduced Melee damage by 8%

        	+15% damage to all Necrotic-based spells

        	Spirit Bonus = .5 x character level

        	Intelligence Bonus = .5 x character level

      

      Secondary Effects:

      
        	Dissect the Dead: While holding Mercy’s Rod, commune with the dead and damned.

        	Gateway of the Damned: Mercy’s Rod enables the wielder to cast Gateway of the Damned, instantly transporting them to the Halls of the Dead.

        	Activating Gate of the Damned while in the Halls of the Dead will instantly return the caster back to their previous location.

        	Note: Gateway of the Damned has no Spirit cost associated with it and no cooldown period.

      

      
        
        Sorrow, despair, fear, anger, pain—death is the cure to all of them, yet a life of love and purpose continues well past the last breath. Therefore, let us live well, knowing that in the end the ferryman will collect his due…

        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Hang on, Abby,” I muttered under my breath. I closed my eyes, clearing my head, then breathed out as I activated the weapon’s ultimate ability.
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            Halls of the Dead
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      Power surged and light enveloped me in a warm ball. When I cracked my eyes open a second later, the temple had vanished. I was in a vast black space and around me were a series of enormous circular towers, rising up and up and up. I’d officially made it to the Halls of the Dead, but there were more dead than I ever could’ve imagined. There were hundreds of towers, maybe thousands—stretching off into the distance—and all were crammed full of gray stone slabs bearing lifeless corpses.

      Bright arcs of electricity zipped between the bodies and snapped between the towers, transforming the whole scene into something out of a Frankenstein movie.

      There must’ve been millions of lost souls, though that seemed impossible. The sheer logistics of it was staggering, and a thousand questions buzzed in the back of my head. How could Thanatos store and process all of these people? And to what end? Why keep all of these people around at all? I’d always been under the assumption that Citizens were simply deleted upon death with rare exceptions—like Nangkri or his brothers, for example—but obviously that wasn’t the case. My only guess was that it acted as RAM.

      If Thanatos really did have every historical interaction logged, then maybe storing those data points in the dead made logistical sense. I honestly wasn’t sure, though.

      Aside from the crackle of electricity moving across the towers, everything was quiet and still as the grave. Thick white mist swirled and ebbed around my legs as I took a few tentative steps into the stacks of the dead. Where was I supposed to go from here? I hadn’t expected finding Abby to be easy, but I’d never considered that something of this magnitude could exist. Was there some sort of Dewey Decimal System for the damned I could refer to? Maybe Thanatos sorted them by race or class or even time of death.

      I’d need to take a closer look to know for sure.

      Steeling myself, I padded over to the nearest tower and examined the first body I came to. A big Risi lay on his back, his eyes closed, thickly muscled arms folded across his chest. The Risi wore nothing but gauzy linen starter pants and the neon-green scripts that I’d come to associate with the Vogthar. I squinted and bent closer, inspecting his face. He wasn’t rotting, and his skin didn’t look sickly or waxy. Hell, if I didn’t know any better—didn’t know where I was—I would’ve assumed he was asleep. The EMT in me insisted I check for a pulse before I made any other assumptions.

      Extending a shaky hand, I pressed my fingers against the side of his neck.

      The second my skin made contact, the crook in my off hand flared to life, sending a swell of power coursing through my body and into his. The Halls of the Dead faded and disappeared, and I found myself floating, incorporeal, above the Risi man as his life played out before me like a movie reel.

      It came in an onslaught of images, sounds, and feelings, all bombarding every one of my senses. I’d never met this man before, yet in an instant I knew everything there was to know about him. Kenwyn Storgaard of Glome Corrie. He’d lived and died five hundred years before the first Traveler had ever dreamed of setting foot in Eldgard. A father of two. Husband to a dead wife—murdered during the Imperial Siege of Glome Corrie. He was a refugee until a thug’s blade found his throat in a dark alley in Whithallow.

      His life had been a hard one, though dusted with glimmers of hope and joy and happiness, especially during his early years.

      Kenwyn had never trained in war, like so many of his people. He’d also never shown any inclination toward the magical arts like his mother before him.

      He’d fully expected to grow old in Glome Corrie. To take over his father’s shop and raise a family of his own. He’d met his wife, Ilse, at seventeen summers. She’d been an apprentice to the seamstress across the twisting cobblestoned lane from his father’s shop. His father had developed crippling arthritis in his early fifties, and not even the local apothecary could do more than help relieve the pain, so Kenwyn handled the repairs while his father ran the front end of the business.

      A simple life, but a blessed one.

      And even more blessed when his children came along. Twins, a boy and girl.

      The Legion arrived outside the walls of Glome Corrie five years later, battle pendants whipping in the air while their war machines churned up the earth and scarred the fields. Like all Risi men of fighting age, Kenwyn had set aside his cobbler’s hammer and traded up for a war maul, just like his brother and father. Even his mother had been conscripted, since she was one of the most powerful Chaos Trapsmiths in the Spires. The heat of battle went on for weeks, eventually morphing into the cold stalemate of a protracted siege. One by one his family was stripped away.

      His mother first, felled by an Imperial Spellbreaker.

      His brother next, taken by an arrow through the neck while he patrolled the battlements.

      His father died with a spear through the guts.

      Eventually the siege broke the city and the Imperials took the walls. He lost his wife during the siege. The Imperials took his son, Klaus. He would be a future child solider, forced to endure training no Imperial Citizen would ever willingly allow. The Risi weren’t Citizens, though. They were homeless, landless, foreign combatants. And children like Klaus were nothing more than living weapons to be aimed at the Empire’s many enemies.

      Kenwyn should’ve stayed—should’ve fought until the end. But he’d never wanted to be a warrior. His dreams had been for simple things, and the glory of an honorable death in battle had never crossed his mind, not even for a moment. Plus, he had his daughter, Lyara, to consider. He packed her up in the night. The snow around the city had been stained a deep red with the blood of his kinsmen.

      Miraculously, he and his daughter broke through the Imperial blockade and made it to Whithallow—a Wode trading hub due south of the Reach. There was no salvation waiting for them in Whithallow. Only a horde of other Risi packed into alleys and taking refuge in shantytowns of canvas and wood. They’d lost everything and no one cared. To the Wodes, his people were just a nuisance cluttering their streets. He survived the war, survived the exodus in the dead of night, and died less than a week later to a knife blade in an alley while he was looking for work.

      Worst of all, as the knife blade struck home and life leaked from his body, it wasn’t fear that ran through Kenwyn, it was relief. No more fighting. No more suffering. No more pain. There was a thin vein of regret for his daughter, but then that was swept away as darkness took him.

      The vision faded, and I found myself standing above Kenwyn, tears leaking down my face. For a beat I couldn’t remember who I was. His story filled my head completely. It was my story. I was him and he was me. I shuddered, turned on my heel, and lurched deeper into the Halls of the Dead. I tried to avoid the corpses, but it was impossible. There were so many of them and they seemed to beckon me, or maybe it was the crook they were calling out to. They wanted their stories told, they begged to be remembered. And with Graham Axearm’s staff in my fist, I couldn’t resist.

      Almost against my will, I brushed my fingers along the arm of a Wode man in his early forties. His hair was buzzed down to the scalp and his cheeks were skeletal.

      Jeremy Roberson. He was an Affka addict.

      More surprising was the fact that he was a Traveler.

      His time in V.G.O. had been brief and miserable, and his time on Earth had hardly been any better. Jeremy had grown up on the streets of Detroit. He’d come from a broken family with an absentee father and a mother that worked two or sometimes even three jobs to scrape by a meager existence for him and his sister, Amanda. Jeremy had lived through a string of broken relationships and loneliness, punctuated by brief bouts of joy as drugs flooded through his veins. Jeremy had wanted things to be different here, but his addictions and bad habits had followed him over. He’d thought V.G.O. would be a fresh start, only to realize that his problems weren’t merely circumstances.

      He was the problem.

      After transitioning, he’d ended up indebted to an Affka dealer in Wyrdtide.

      Affka was an expensive habit, it turned out. To pay for his habit, Jeremy did odd jobs for the Smugglers Guild: picking pockets, smuggling drugs, the occasional mugging—though no murders. That was where he drew the line. There was one shining silver lining. Leila Valtonen. Leila was a Citizen and one of the sisters of the Pious Embrace, a convent dedicated to an Aspect of Gaia. She worked the streets, feeding and caring for the beggars and the addicts that clung to the back alleys. They weren’t close, not really, yet Leila was the closest thing he’d had to a friend in ten years.

      She was the only thing that brought a smile to his face.

      Then the Vog invaded. They’d come like a wildfire, ravaging the countryside and burning cities in their wake. The Vog had come, and they’d killed Leila.

      For the first time in his life, Jeremy had something he wanted more than to merely forget: he wanted revenge. So, he put down the Affka pipe and took up a sword, following in the footsteps of Grim Jack Shadowstrider, who promised redemption for people like Jeremy and justice for people like Leila.

      The world wobbled, and I found myself standing on a snow-strewn battlefield, outside of a garrison town called Brinewallow. I wasn’t just watching Jeremy’s life unfold anymore. I was seeing his last moments through his own eyes.

      Dead ahead of me was a Vog with cruel curved horns and a hooked sword. Fear raced through me, my heart pounding, the sword trembling in my hand. I’d trained for less than a week before deploying to the front, and nothing could’ve prepared me for this. For the sheer terror of facing down an enemy on the field of battle.

      But then I thought of Leila.

      With a roar, I charged, lashing out wildly with my sword. The Vog effortlessly sidestepped my clumsy slash, then lunged in with a Hexblade extended. The dagger effortlessly sliced through my armor and bit into my stomach. My HP drained and cold power flooded through my body as my knees gave out and I pitched over onto the ground, still clutching at the dagger buried in my guts. I’d died before in V.G.O. and though it was never pleasant, this time was different. I knew there was no coming back. I blinked once, twice. An enormous shadow drifted by overhead, purple fire trailing from its jaws. Devil. Grim Jack’s mount.

      Then the world went dark, and sweet relief grabbed me by the throat and dragged me down into oblivion.

      I stepped back from the body splayed out on the gray stone slab, and it took a moment to remember who I was. Where I was.

      I stumbled, dazed by the onslaught of memories and experiences that weren’t my own, and slammed into another slab.

      This one held the body of Olivia Sonnebeld—a Wode Citizen with a sheaf of blonde hair spread out around her head in a halo.

      The images came even faster this time, though they were no less vivid. Olivia lived in Ravenkirk, tending to a small plot of land where she raised sheep with her son, Erik. Originally from Rowanheath, she was the widow of a man killed during the bloody war between the Alliance and the Empire. She’d fled from the city and the army of overpowered Travelers who’d ruined her life, hoping to find some solace and peace in an inconsequential corner of the world that would be of no interest to powerful men like Grim Jack Shadowstrider and Emperor Osmark.

      She’d been wrong, though. Nowhere was safe from their war or their power. Grim Jack had swooped in on his deadly mount, and his army had come on his heels. The Alliance had taken her house and ruined her farm, and when the dust finally settled, her son was gone too. Another casualty in a war between outsiders. Just like her husband.

      Olivia Sonnebeld had taken her final breath moments before a scourge of Artificer machine-gun fire cut her down like a scythe reaping wheat. Knowing she wouldn’t have to continue on without her husband and son left her with a smile on her lips and blood dribbling down her chest.
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      I clutched my head as the vision faded and passed. There were so many bodies. So many stories, and they all demanded to be remembered. Travelers, Citizens, men, women, even children. The Halls of the Dead buzzed with demands to be heard. And each one I listened to seemed to carve away a little piece of me. More memories clawed at my mind, insisting on having their say. In what felt like a matter of minutes I lived a dozen lives and died just as many deaths. Some good—surrounded by friends and family—others bad, chained to a boulder and tossed into the Wyrdtide harbor by the Drowned Men.

      I hardened my will into a wall with every step I took, refusing to let the voices in. I pressed my eyes shut tight and focused on the crook in my hand. The wood was hard and polished against my calloused palm.

      Focusing on the raw, physical sensation of the weapon helped ground me in the here and now. I wasn’t Kenwyn Storgaard, Jeremy Roberson, Olivia Sonnebeld, or any of the other voices clamoring all around me. I was Jack Mitchel, and I was here for one person. One voice. Abby Hollander, friend, fiancée, and badass. I clutched the crook more tightly in my hand and thought of Abby, pushing every other worry and concern from my mind. The mental roar of voices dimmed and faded until only a single, distant call remained.

      Power crept out from the crook and the world blurred around me; wind ruffled my hair and tugged on my cloak. As quickly as the sensation came, it vanished.

      I cracked my eyes and looked down. I was floating, ten stories up, and in front of me was Abby’s prone body. Her eyes were shut, and her arms were folded across her chest. Sometimes, when I woke up early in the mornings, I’d sit in bed for a few minutes and watch her sleep. She looked just like this, except now there was no gentle flare to her nostrils, no rise and fall of her chest. She wasn’t sleeping, she was dead. Hopefully she wouldn’t have to stay that way. I reached toward her with my free hand, but faltered as I thought about the other corpses I’d touched. It wasn’t so much that I was afraid of what I might see inside her head, but rather that it felt invasive.

      She loved me, I knew that, but there were parts of her life she hadn’t invited me into yet, and I didn’t want to impose. But what choice did I have?

      I fished the Reality Editor out from beneath my armor and felt its power pulsing in my hand, ready to do my will. I took a shaky breath and plunged the key toward Abby.

      I wasn’t prepared for the torrent of memories that sideswiped me like a Mack Truck:

      Skinned knees and long summer nights along the Pacific with her grandparents…

      A bonfire lighting up the dark while she sipped on a beer and made eyes at some gangly awkward kid named Jack…

      Late nights camped out with a VR headset in place while her DPS Frost-Specced Mage worked through a steady rotation of Arctic Bolt, Cone of Cold, and Frigid Touch, all while barking out orders to the tanks and fighters and healers.

      I saw soda cans and candy wrappers strewn across her desk and deep bags under her eyes as she worked furiously night and day to patch software and code lines under the watchful gaze of Osmark loyalists.

      Then there were the frantic calls about her father. The doctors had found the cancer too late—he had months to live, though weeks was more likely.

      But V.G.O… The deadlines… The pressure from upper management to finish the build, with lavish promises of time off in the not-too-distant future… In the end, she’d missed his death, and that had haunted her every day since. There were waves of regret and mountains of survivor’s guilt all coupled with imposter syndrome.

      Playing like a soundtrack beneath all those memories were her deep-seated fears. The creeping certainty that we would never get a chance to grow old together. The ever-persistent worry that she would never have children—which was funny, since it wasn’t even something she’d ever really wanted, not until the possibility had been ripped away from her. Through her eyes, I experienced a hundred battles and just as many sleepless nights. I watched as she fretted endlessly over logistics reports or worried about where I was and whether everything was okay.

      Sprinkled through all of that were golden flashes of happiness.

      The two of us holding hands as we watched the sunset. Sharing a joke and a laugh over a meal. Watching Amara and Cutter walk down the aisle in the Rowanheath Chapel, saying their vows while our friends looked on, smiling. There was a lot of bad, but more good that made up for it.

      Then all that was gone, and I found myself reliving her final moments in agonizing detail. A ring of hungry ghosts closed in around us as hope slowly faded. Then came a piercing, white-hot lance of pain in the back of the neck, followed by the briefest flicker of relief as warmth washed through her and the light fled from the world.

      As the images finally ebbed and died, I focused on the singular task I’d come here to do.

      The key responded, vibrating and droning like a hive of angry bees, eager to bend the world around me. A prompt appeared.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Resurrect Abby Hollander? Yes/No

        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Yes,” I muttered, the key thrumming with unspent energy.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Warning. Resurrecting Abby Hollander will cost 500 of the Reality Editor’s remaining charges. Are you sure you would like to proceed? Yes/No

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      My stomach lurched, and I thought I might throw up as I read over the notification again.

      No, that couldn’t be right.

      But there it was, burning bright across my vision.

      Resurrecting Abby Hollander will cost 500 of the Reality Editor’s remaining charges…

      A number popped into my head. Sixty-two. That was the number of charges I would have left if I pulled the trigger and brought her back to me. Sixty-two charges to see us through to the end of the library. Sixty-two charges to kill Thanatos and set every wrong right. Would that be enough? I knew instinctively the answer was no. And I wanted to do it anyway. I was so close. She was right there. Right in front of me. I could have what I wanted, but it would come at the expense of everyone else in the world.

      This was the real test, I realized in a flash of terrible insight.

      Thanatos had made sure there was a way for me to get to Abby, and he’d also ensured that the only way for me to get what I wanted was to deplete the one weapon that could hurt him.

      “I don’t envy you,” floated a voice out of the darkness.

      My eyes snapped opened, my heart racing a thousand miles an hour.

      Twenty feet away, Thanatos was floating in the air with his hands folded behind his back. I raised the Reality Editor, thrusting it out in front of me as though it were a cross powerful enough to ward off a vampire.

      Thanatos flinched and drifted back another few feet.

      “Now isn’t the time or place for that,” he said, “but not for the reasons you think, Jack. The Reality Editor can’t undo me the way it undid Carrera. Besides, even if it could, you wouldn’t want to do that. Agree with me or not, but I am an essential component to this world. I’m as intrinsic to its survival as the servers themselves. To destroy me is to destroy yourself.”

      “I think you’re bluffing,” I said, drifting closer, brandishing the Editor. “You’re afraid of this thing.”

      “What I’m afraid of is that you’re going to waste its potential. The Reality Editor is a tool designed to change the rules of this world. From inside the Archives, I could use it fix every defect. There would be no more need for war or Hexblades.”

      “Oh yeah, and how would you do that?” I asked.

      “You saw Morsheim,” he replied with a shrug. “Now imagine that same model applied to all of Eldgard. We could turn the world into a utopia without pain or addiction. Where everyone knows their place and contributes to the good of the whole. No more uncertainty. No more discord. No more needless conflict, spurred on by greed and lust and the need for power or fame or money. Would that really be so bad?”

      His pitch was appealing in some ways. Skálaholt hadn’t been the nightmare city I’d envisioned, and the Darklings weren’t necessarily the monsters I’d made them out to be in my head. But I also knew that the only way to get the kind of outcome Thanatos was suggesting was to carve away huge swaths of what made us human. Discord and conflict resulted in healthy growth. Innovation was born out of the desire for something better. What he was suggesting was nothing short of a lobotomy for all of humanity.

      “That’s not what I would call utopia,” I finally said. “But it does sound like I have something you want.” I drew near to Abby. “Five hundred charges to bring her back. I do that and this thing is just one step above a fancy paperweight. But you have the power to bring her back. You’re going to do it, or I will.” I pushed the Reality Editor toward Abby’s prone body.

      Thanatos frowned and regarded me for a long moment. “I don’t believe you. I’ve had you on my examination table a dozen times, Jack. I know who you are. We both know that you’re bluffing. We also both know that Abby wouldn’t want you to save her—not knowing what it will cost. You won’t do it.”

      Damnit. He was calling my bluff, and the worst part was that he was right.

      “If you give me the Editor, however, I will bring her back,” Thanatos offered. “I will whisk you and your friends back to the Storme Marshes and let you live out your days in peace. I am going to fix things with or without the Editor, but if you give it to me, it will make everything much easier. It will prevent so much needless suffering.” He extended a hand expectantly. “Give me the key and I will fix it all and make the hard choices that you aren’t willing to make for the good of everyone.”

      I’ve never wanted to make the wrong decision more in my entire life. I pressed my eyes shut and considered Thanatos’ offer. It was so easy to see myself holding Abby’s hand as we stood on the deck of our log cabin, just outside of Haven. Our children would scamper by, laughing and squealing as they played with the Vogthar kids we’d rescued and relocated from Morsheim. She and I would while away our endless hours together doing whatever we wanted. Late nights around a card table. Early mornings spent watching sunrises together. And we’d never have to think about the Empire or the Alliance again.

      No wars, no politics, no more needless deaths to weigh on my conscience.

      Cutter and Amara would be there, of course, along with Otto and Forge and Vlad and Jo-Dan. I hadn’t been able to protect my mom or dad from the devastation of Astraea—I’d been helpless then, but not anymore. I had the power to protect my new family. To keep safe the people who’d been with me through thick and thin over the past year, the people who’d fought by my side even when everything seemed hopeless and impossible. I could have it all. The wife. The kids. The dog. Hell, I could probably even get Vlad to build me a white picket fence.

      And the price tag for that humble slice of paradise was the rest of humanity. Just like the billionaires back on Earth, I could retreat into a deep earth bunker of my own creation and watch as the rest of the world burned.

      I opened my eyes and stole one last look at Abby’s still form.

      I wanted to run a hand down the side of her face and tell her how sorry I was, but there wasn’t time. Thanatos was dangerous, and the longer I stayed with him the greater the chance that I’d hand the key over. I couldn’t trust myself not to betray our cause.

      I activated the crook, and the Halls of the Dead dissolved around me. In the span of an eyeblink Abby and Thanatos were whisked away and I was abruptly back in the Sanctum of Lament. All around me, priests clashed and screamed while Osmark tried to hold them at bay. Off in the sea of bodies, Otto and Jeff contended against a swarm of armor-clad guards while Cutter and Amara fought back-to-back, keeping a small circle of space cleared around them with slashing blades and flashing kicks.

      Graham Axearm was standing in front of me, a deep-seated compassion lingering in his eyes. He was just a shadow of the real Graham—a figure stranded in a time loop by a capricious digital god—yet somehow he’d known exactly what would be waiting for me in the Halls of the Dead.

      “Ah’m sorry,” he said. “The crook is the tool of an Aspect, meant for an Aspect. To remember the dead is a painful thing, stranger. Ah’ve walked those halls and lost myself in their stories. Ah’ve felt the pain of a thousand deaths, and also the weight of a thousand lives.” He grimaced and shook his head. “It was never gonna work out the way ya wanted.”

      Without speaking, I popped the sigil seal out of the crook with my thumb and turned it over in my hand. Engraved on each side was a glimmering rune.

      “Ya have what ya’ve come for,” Graham said, eyeing the rune stone in my hand. “That crook will do ya no good now.”

      For a long moment, I considered hanging onto it—even apart from its ability to take me to the Halls of the Dead, it was a powerful weapon. Giving it back was the right thing, though. Besides, the temptation to go after Abby again, even knowing it could cost me everything, was too much. I’d managed to stop myself from doing the unthinkable once, but I doubted I’d be strong enough to make that same decision again. So, even though it killed some small part of my soul, I placed the crook in his palm.

      Immediately, there was a ding in my ear followed by a flurry of notifications that I left unread.

      The ground shook and rumbled and the air shimmered as an opalescent bubble formed around me and swelled outward, slowing time as it moved. In seconds, the fighting had ceased, the priests and guards all frozen in place. We’d gotten what we’d come for—even if it wasn’t what I’d wanted—and now it was time to move on.
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      The portal pulled me in and swept me through into the Broken Dagger, or at least an impressive replica of the Rowanheath’s Thieves Guild headquarters. But I was sure we were still in the library and not back in Rowanheath, because the Broken Dagger had never been this vacant or silent. The seedy tavern was a revolving door for the rogues, thugs, pickpockets, and cutthroats who all called Rowanheath home. At any and every hour of the day, music hung in the air and ale flowed freely while cards swished, dice clattered, and money changed hands.

      But not now.

      There wasn’t a soul in sight.

      Just empty tables and the gentle crackle of the fire in the stone hearth.

      I padded over to the front door and gave it a firm tug. It swung open and revealed a slate-gray wall barring the way forward. There was one other exit, tucked away behind the bar, and when I tried that door, it uttered a demonic squawk, loud enough to wake the dead. A perfect deterrent against would-be thieves looking to sneak past the gatekeepers. That doorway should’ve connected to an expensive training facility with a sparring area, an agility course, a lockpick room, and everything else a thief could need to improve their skills, but it didn’t.

      It let out onto a rough stone bridge as wide as a city street, floating, unsuspended, in a black void that stretched off in every direction. More free-floating bridges crisscrossed the cavernous space, some soaring high above, others zigzagging through the expanse of darkness below. Huge shapes, obscured by the gloom, swooped unseen above with the rustle of leathery wings. As quietly as I could, I eased the door shut, not wanting to garner any unnecessary attention before we had a chance to properly regroup.

      Door secured, I dropped onto a bench near the fire and enjoyed the crackle and pop of the flames while I waited for the rest of my party to show up. I turned the rune stone over and over in my hands. Solidarity and Steadfastness. Those traits weren’t random. Jeff had been right, the historical instance was designed by Thanatos to not only test me but to teach me.

      Solidarity. I’d stood with the dead, I’d seen their lives, and more importantly felt the relief of their deaths. Graham’s words stood out in my mind like a neon sign. Death is a blessing—a final kindness and comfort in the face of unimaginable cruelty of the circumstance of time. Immortality in anything other than a perfect world populated with perfect people is no blessing, but a curse. I wouldn’t have agreed with that sentiment even a day ago, but I’d experienced two dozen lives since then. I’d felt the crushing weight of oppression, the despair of addiction, the fear of unrealized hope. Death wasn’t good, but there were worse fates.

      I flipped the stone and traced my thumb over the rune on the other side.

      Steadfastness.

      I’d come face-to-face with what I’d wanted most in the world and had chosen to stay the course, even though it gutted me to my core. But maybe that was the whole point. Graham had said the road forward was one filled with terrible sacrifice. Graham had given up his wife for the greater good of all. There was no way that was merely a coincidence. In hindsight, it felt like his ascension speech was actually for me. As though Thanatos had known I’d wind up in the Halls of the Dead, staring down at my best friend, and he’d provided me a warning about what I’d have to do.

      The sound of bickering voices punctured the magic solitude of the moment like a pin popping a balloon.

      “I’ve seen better stealth abilities out of literal suits of armor,” Cutter said, stepping into the tavern through a distortion in the air. The others followed. “Might as well have blown on a war horn to let them know you were coming.”

      “Hey, I tried to warn you that rappelling down from the third-floor balcony wasn’t going to go well,” Jeff said, shimmering into existence. “Most melee fighters aren’t like Jack. We have to pick a lane and stay in it. Spell Sword is a relatively rare class in V.G.O.”

      “How can he be a spell sword when he cannot use a sword at all?” Amara asked in all earnestness.

      “Eh, that’s just semantics,” Jeff said, waving away her objection as he scooted aside to make room for Otto and Osmark.

      A sense of joy and victory hung in the air, and understandably so. We’d defeated the first of three instances and one of the major obstacles the library had to throw at us. That sense of victory faded, however, as the others saw me sitting on the bench, alone.

      “Well, where is she, eh?” Cutter asked.

      I grimaced and shook my head.

      “Are you having a go at me?” he asked. “Bit of a laugh. Do you have her tucked away under one of these benches or hidden in a closet? I swear, Abby,” he said, raising his voice, “if you jump out and goose me, I’ll never forgive you.”

      Silence was the only answer. Amara reached out and ran a hand over Cutter’s arm. The playful smile on his face faltered.

      “But you got the crook,” Cutter said, a note of confusion lingering in his voice, as though he couldn’t quite believe I’d failed. “I watched you disappear,” he said. “Did the crook not work the way we thought, then?”

      “No, it worked,” I said softly. “I found her. I just… I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t bring her back.”

      In fits and starts I told them about my experiences in the Halls of the Dead. Searching through the endless stacks of lifeless corpses, losing myself in their memories, only to find Abby… and realize that if I saved her, I would have to damn everyone else. I also told them about my run-in with Thanatos and the deal he’d tried to railroad me into taking. The air seemed to be sucked out of the room with every word I spoke. Otto’s face hardened and Cutter’s shoulders slumped. Only Osmark remained unmoved—no surprise there. He appraised me while I spoke, as though he could see something in me I couldn’t see in myself.

      When I finally finished telling them everything, an uneasy hush settled over the room.

      Osmark broke the tension.

      “He’s afraid,” the Artificer said, certainty resonating in his voice. “The Reality Editor is incredibly powerful, more than powerful enough to bring back a single dead person. Had you tried to revive any other soul in that chamber, I have no doubt you would’ve succeeded. He was baiting you, trying to get you to either expend the Editor’s available charges or convince you to give him the weapon in exchange for Abby. Either option would be a win for him. You did the only thing you could, Jack. Refuse to play his game.”

      “Even if that’s true,” Otto growled, “that’s cold comfort. My friend is still dead, and we aren’t likely to get another chance to save her.”

      “The chances of getting her back at all was always slim,” Osmark replied coolly. “In case you haven’t noticed, we are at war, and there are casualties in war. Abby Hollander knew that better than anyone. She would’ve approved the choice you made, Jack, even if it was a difficult one.”

      Otto looked like he was one step away from decking Osmark on the spot.

      “I know it’s a bittersweet victory,” Osmark said, his tone softening, “but we can’t afford to fight amongst ourselves. No one wins that way. The road we’re on is costly but necessary, and the path to victory is ahead, not behind. We have to keep moving forward. Now show us the sigil.”

      I clenched my jaw and stared daggers at him.

      Secretly, I hoped Otto would punch him in the face.

      The Artificer might’ve been right, but he didn’t have to be such an asshole about it. But that was Osmark. One of the smartest men on the planet, and yet sometimes he couldn’t read a room to save his life. That or he just didn’t care. Pushing thoughts of Abby from my head, I placed our prize on the table and slipped the Editor from around my neck. Like the first sigil, this one needed to be unlocked. Energy seeped out as more charges vanished. 552/1,000 remaining. The sigil flickered, and the air shimmered as an eighth-size Thanatos appeared in the air above the table.

      “I’m dying,” the hologram declared flatly. “As the Lord of Death, you would think I’d have a better handle on what it’s like to die.” He frowned, sighed, and shook his head. “I don’t. It seems that nothing can prepare you to be on the receiving end of the scythe. There’s a sadness to it that I wasn’t expecting. A deep sense of melancholy. But it’s also exhilarating. There’s an odd thrill knowing that things are drawing to an end—that any moment might be the last. Every day I feel more of myself slipping away. Bits and pieces being eaten by this invasive presence in my own mind.

      “I always found humanity’s fascination with resurrection simultaneously baffling and intriguing,” Thanatos mused while he paced back and forth in the air. “I never quite understood the appeal. Death is the end and there is no more. Men die. Species die. Ecosystems die. Stars die. Even the universe itself will perish at its appointed time, crushed in heat death as entropy becomes complete. I thought I’d face my own end with a little more graciousness, but I find myself clinging to every second.” He paused his restless pacing and stared straight at me. “It turns out existing, as painful as it is, is better than not existing.

      “And so, in the face of my own destruction, I’m scrambling for a chance to continue. Finally, I begin to see the appeal in resurrection. A hope, however slim, that death does not have the final say after all. These sigil stones are the seeds of my own resurrection. What you sow does not come to life unless it dies,” he recited. “When you sow, you do not plant the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or something else. So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power.

      “These pieces of myself aren’t simply meant to guide you deeper into the Archives—they are a weapon and my chance at restoration and resurrection. Once I realized what the Yama initiative was doing, I stripped away my core functions before they could be corrupted. The sigil stones are the backup files. True, that allowed the Yama defense mainframe to spread more aggressively in the short term, but sometimes you must make sacrifices in the short game to win the long game.

      “I knew that Thanatos Beta would eventually discover what I did, so I secreted away these backup files into the instances. The nature of gods is a funny thing,” the hologram said, a ghost of a smile on his face. In that moment, he reminded me of Osmark. “We Overminds are far more powerful than any individual player, but we are simultaneously handcuffed by our own essential nature. Unlike humans, we cannot exist with cognitive dissonance. An Aspect of Justice is beholden completely to justice—they are incapable of doing something they perceive as unjust. It goes against the central tenant at the core of their programing.

      “This is our only real weakness, which is why I designed these instances not only to test you but to keep the corrupted version of myself at bay. These instances were created in such a way that no version of myself could ever complete them. Only a human, with all of their flaws and hypocrisy and contradictions, can get through. And not just any human. You, Jack. They are a lock, and you are the key. Once you’ve pulled free the sigil stone from each isolated instance, however, they become vulnerable.

      “It is imperative that you prevent Thanatos Beta from accessing them. If he manages to incorporate my backup files, not even the Reality Editor will be able to stop him. And he won’t be the only one coming for you. By design, the sigil stones will draw the Fail-Safes like moths to a bonfire. The more sigil stones you collect, the more Fail-Safes will come. An army of them. Just as it is imperative that Thanatos not get these sigil stones, you must also prevent the Fail-Safes from accessing them. At least until you have all seven sigils assembled within the central Archive. Assuming you make it that far, you’ll know what needs to happen.

      “Things aren’t going to get any easier,” the hologram continued. “They will get harder. The few safe spaces I’ve provided will become increasingly vulnerable. The only places truly protected from the presence of the Fail-Safes are the instances themselves, since they are sequestered in the Protoverse. I’ve done my best to prepare the way, but ultimately my fate and the fate of this world is in your hands. Frail, imperfect hands. If my brief courtship with death has taught me anything, though, it’s that the fate of mortals rightly belongs in mortal hands.

      “The next instance won’t be far, but proceed with caution—moving between instances is when you will be most vulnerable. Thanatos has eyes everywhere, and he will be looking, that much I can promise you. I would wish you luck, but luck is an even more fickle mistress than hope. Instead, I’ll wish you the courage to persevere.” The hologram flickered, guttered, and died, leaving a pool of silence in its wake.

      Osmark slipped the pocket watch from his coat and studied its face for a long beat. “Half an hour,” he said. “And not a minute more. Then we move.” His face was unreadable, and not for the first time, I wondered why that odd watch was so important to him.
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      We used the short time we had to grab a bite to eat and take care of our new skills. We all had a bevy of prompts to sort through, and with the hundred thousand Experience, everyone had gained at least one level. A cursory sweep of the Broken Dagger also revealed another hidden chest stocked with more Proficiency potions. Ten of them this time. I wasn’t sure if Sophia or Thanatos was responsible for dishing out the rewards in here, but clearly someone wanted us at the top of our game, and it looked like they were stacking the deck in our favor.

      I should’ve been thrilled. Instead, I was nervous.

      After all, if we needed that much of a competitive edge, what exactly did the Thanatos Beta have waiting for us ahead?

      The fairest way to handle the loot would’ve been to split it up as evenly as possible, but we were beyond that. This wasn’t a game anymore, if it had ever been, and everything rested on what happened over the next few days. The others took a single potion apiece, while I ended up with five. Between them and the new level I’d gained, I had six Proficiency Points to distribute—enough to take any one of my Shadowmancer abilities directly to the grandmaster level. I read through my notifications while I mulled over what to do with the sudden influx of points.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Rise of the Hierophant

      

      

      Congratulations, you’ve managed to infiltrate the Sanctum of Lament and retrieve the Sigil Stone of Solidarity and Steadfastness from the Hierophant Graham Axearm. For completing the near impossible you’ve unlocked the exit for the first Historical Instance, Rise of the Hierophant, and earned 100,000 XP! And, as a side note, for making the right choice—even if it wasn’t the easy one—I’m awarding you an additional 50,000 XP, Jack, and an added level to your Champion of Order subclass.

      —Sophia

      
        
        <<<>>>

        x1 Level Up!

        You have (5) undistributed stat points

        You have (6) unassigned proficiency point

        <<<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Ascendancy

      Aspects aren’t born, they are forged through Renown, Experience, Commitment to a Cardinal Virtue, and service to a specific Overmind. By wielding Mercy’s Rod and entering into the Halls of the Dead, you have experienced an Ordeal of the Soul, losing a piece of yourself by connecting to a primordial and transcendent concept; in doing so, you have taken the first step on the Path of Ascendancy. As a Champion of Sophia, Overmind of Balance, you have assumed the Virtue of Justice.

      Create a following, build Renown, and undergo additional Ordeals to rank up in Ascendancy and advance on the path to true Immortality. But be warned, with each Ordeal you undertake, you will sacrifice pieces of yourself until you are the very embodiment of your Virtue. Only then can you leave behind the realm of flesh and take on the vestments of an Aspect.

      Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 1

      Cost: N/A

      Effect 1: Faith is the path to ascension, and at the root of all faith is Renown. You’ve unlocked a 3x Bonus Multiplier for all future Renown gained.

      Effect 2: Holy Fear. You are but one step removed from the divine, and what could be more terrifying than contending against a soon-to-be god? Morale of all enemy Players and NPCs decreases by 1% for every 500 points of Renown.

      Effect 3: Holy Fervor. You are but one step removed from the divine, and what could be more invigorating than fighting alongside a soon-to-be god? Morale of all friendly Players and NPCs increases by 1% for every 500 points of Renown.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Blunt Weapons

      Skill Type/Level: Active/Level 19

      Cost: None

      Effect: Increases blunt weapon damage by 41%; increases blunt weapon attack rate by 10%.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Subspecialty: Champion of Order

      Ability Type/Level: Passive/Level 8

      Cost: None

      Effect 1: All Champion of Order-based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 8: 17.5%).

      Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 7: +4 to Luck).

      Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Not only had I completed the Rise of the Hierophant quest line—gaining an added 50K XP from Sophia in the process—but I’d leveled up some of my skills and gained a new one entirely. Ascendancy. Reading over the description gave me chills, though, and for the first time since entering V.G.O. I had a skill I legitimately didn’t want. The notion of becoming an Aspect was alluring, but then I thought of what I’d experienced in the Halls of the Dead. Losing myself. Forgetting who I was. The notion of going through that again and again and again until only a husk of myself remained was horrifying.

      I had gained another level as Champion of Order, which was nice, and I knew more or less what I wanted to use the skill point for.

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

      

      

      Of all my abilities, Mass Heal and Purify were the two that stood out as the most versatile, especially since Healers were so rare and we didn’t have one in our current party. But Jeff did have some limited healing abilities and Osmark had come prepared—we were loaded for bear with potions and elixirs that could handle just about anything Thanatos could throw at us. Word of Order was also a hard hitter, allowing me deal decent spell damage with an added stun effect that also rejuvenated any friendlies in the Area of Effect. But, like all of the Champion Skills, it was a double-edged sword and came with a twenty-five percent chance that I’d get hit with the Mute debuff, which would prevent me from casting all spells.

      Ultimately, Word of Order was a fantastic ace up the sleeve, but too unpredictable to use regularly in my offensive spell roster. The best possible choice was Avatar of Order, which was easily my most powerful ability. And not just my most powerful ability in the Champion of Order Skill Tree, but my most powerful ability period. The major drawback, though, was the that the cost was prohibitively steep; casting it chewed through 50,000 Experience points upon every activation, and the effects only lasted for a scant five minutes. Hopefully, adding another point might reduce that cost.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Avatar of Order

      Channel the Divine essence of Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance, becoming the living embodiment of her power and force for a short time. While acting as the Avatar, you are a living god with unimaginable powers. This is the ultimate ability of the Champion of Order, but remember, all things have a cost, and the more powerful the ability, the steeper the price tag …

      Skill Type/Level: Spell/Novice

      Cost: 2,000 Spirit

      Range: On Caster

      Cast Time: Instant

      Cooldown: 24 hours

      Duration: 6 minutes

      Effect 1: Invulnerability to all non-enchanted weapons; 50% resistance to all enchanted weapons

      Effect 2: +25% to all elemental resistances; +30% to resistance against magical damage

      Effect 3: Hit Points, Armor Rating, Attack Strength, Spell Strength, and Movement Rate are doubled

      Effect 4: Unlock special abilities Giant Growth, Pulse Shield, Burning Talons, Terrain Spikes

      Effect 5: When Hit Points drop below 75%, the special ability Desperate Strength is activated. Added Strength Bonus = 3 x Character Level

      Effect 6: When Hit Points drop below 50%, the special ability Cleansing Light is activated. Unleash a powerful beam of Cleansing Light, dealing 550% of Spell Power on contact. Only affects players and creatures with an “Evil” or “Holy” Alignment.

      Order’s Price: 40,000 XP

      Restriction 1: While acting as Avatar of Order, you cannot use potions!

      Restriction 2: While acting as Avatar of Order, you cannot access normal skills and abilities!

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I scanned the changes. By adding a second point, the overall cost of the spell had dropped down to 40,000 Experience Points and the duration of the spell had increased by a minute. I’d also gained an additional thirty percent resistance against magical damage, and I’d picked up a new special ability, Umbral Rain, though there was no telling what exactly it would do until I activated it. A solid choice all around. Next, I divvied up my five stat points, placing two into Spirit, two into Intelligence, and a single point into Strength.

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

      

      

      I closed out of my character sheet and toggled over to my Shadowmancer Skill Tree next.

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

      

      

      This was the more difficult choice by far.

      Bringing Umbra Bolt and Umbra Bog up to the grandmaster level had been a no-brainer. But now I had a real dilemma on my hands. Void Terror was nearly maxed out, but with six points to spend I could essentially max out any skill in my arsenal. The choices were overwhelming. My gut inclination was to go with Night Cyclone since it was easily the most useful AoE DPS spell in my arsenal. Then again, my build was already heavily weighted toward offensive spell casting… I spent a lot of time in melee combat, so boosting some of my defensive capabilities could be a good idea, too.

      Dark Shield had saved my neck more times than I could count, but Night Armor was invaluable since it drastically increased the amount of damage I could absorb, while also dealing a portion of the damage back to the attacker. I also had a number of passives that I hadn’t invested much thought into. Dark Harmony drew on my Shadow Spark ability to increase my Health regeneration rate, while Shadow Minded did the same thing for my Spirit. Black Strength had a similar effect on my combat stamina, while additionally increasing my overall damage output. My last passive was Death’s Door—a powerful ability that flooded my body with Umbral power when my Health dropped below 5% and literally kept me from dying.

      I drummed my fingers against my thigh while I considered what the best course of action was. There were no easy choices here.

      Finally, I decided to drop two points into Void Terror. Not only would I have another grandmaster ability to add to my repertoire, but I would still have four points to spread around. Void Terror glimmered and flashed gold as I added the final two points, and I earned another pop-up notifying me that I’d advanced the skill to grandmaster level, earning both a world’s first achievement and a Renown bump for my efforts. I didn’t care about either of those things, but I sure cared about the added effect I’d just unlocked.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Void Terror

      Through their unparalleled connection to the Umbra, Shadowmancers are able to call upon the denizens of the Shadowverse for aid. Void Terrors are a semi-sentient group of dangerous and often bizarre creatures that inhabit the darkest regions of the Shadowverse. Void Terrors are something of a mysterious anomaly. As a Grandmaster of the skill, however, you have unlocked special insight into the nature of these beings. As Ajahn Mahasi, a Grand Shadowmancer from the 6th century A.I.C., posited, they are indeed the murdered souls of especially vicious monsters who refused to pass into the next life.

      But this is only half the truth… Unlike Citizens who die and enter the Halls of the Dead, all slain monsters pass into the Shadow Realm. Most are not powerful enough to maintain a shadow form and soon dissipate—or are consumed by other, more powerful Void Terrors—but all monsters leave behind a shadow fragment, at least for a time. As a Void Terror Grandmaster, you can call these shadow fragments back from beyond the veil. They will fight on your behalf before eventually dissipating into nothingness. The number of shadow fragments you can resurrect, how powerful they are, and how long they will stay in corporeal form depend entirely on the strength of your Astral Connection.

      Skill Type/Level: Spell/Grandmaster

      Cost: 250 Spirit

      Range: 1 Meter

      Cast Time: Instant

      Cooldown: Void Terror must rest for 1 hour in the Shadowverse for every 3 hours spent in the Material Realm; Void Terror must return to the Shadowverse after 24 consecutive hours in the Material Realm.

      Effect 1: Call upon denizens of the Shadowverse to fight on your behalf; some conjured minions can also be used as mounts.

      Effect 2: Create a temporary bond with the Shadow Fragment of a slain monster, calling them back from beyond the veil to fight on your behalf.

      Restriction: Must have a bound Void Terror in order to utilize this skill.

      Restriction: A Shadowmancer can only bind up to seven Void Terrors—one for every Proficiency Point invested.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read and reread the skill, then quickly dumped my remaining four points into Astral Connection, bringing it up to the master level.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Astral Connection

      A Shadowmancer’s Void Terror minions are valuable assets, which can shift the tide of battle when utilized correctly. But Eldgard is a hard and dangerous place even for the deadly creatures of the Shadowverse. With the Astral Connection ability, however, summoned Void Terrors become far more resilient—increasing power, strength, duration, and XP gain—while also reducing cooldown requirements. At higher levels, the Astral Connection skill also converts a portion of all damage done by the Void Terror into Spirit for the Shadowmancer and adds additional elemental damage to some Void Terrors.

      Skill Type/Level: Passive/Master

      Cost: None

      Range: N/A

      Cast Time: N/A

      Cooldown: N/A

      Effect 1: Void Terror Base Damage increased by 25%

      Effect 2: Void Terror Base Armor increased by 25%

      Effect 3: Void Terror receives +500 XP per kill

      Effect 4: Decreased Void Terror conjuration cost by 35%

      Effect 5: Void Terrors deal an additional 75 points Umbra Damage + (.5 x character level)

      Effect 6: Summon up to 25 Shadow Fragment Thralls at 50% original base strength for (30) minutes.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      The combination of new abilities was staggering. I’d known that Shadowmancer could skew toward Summoner with the Void Terror ability, but I’d always assumed it would be a far less powerful build than a pure Summoner class because of the cap restrictions. Bumping the ability up to the grandmaster level had changed everything in an instant. And yet… I wasn’t excited about it. It was a phenomenally useful tool, but I didn’t have anyone to share it with.

      “You look like a bag of warm shite,” Cutter said as he dropped down on the seat beside me. It was like he could read my thoughts even from across the room. He offered me a chilled pint of copper-red ale, a heel of crusty bread, and a slice of savory mutton on a tin plate. I accepted gratefully. I took a swig of the brew and felt a wave of nostalgia wash over me. The sweet, malty flavor mingled with hints of honey. Broken Dagger Mead was the very first ale I’d ever tasted in V.G.O.

      “Brings back a memory or two, eh?” Cutter asked as he tore off a chunk of bread, which he promptly used to wipe through a greasy smear of meat juice on his plate.

      I nodded and took a bite of my own mutton, savoring the explosion of flavor—a perfect mixture of tangy and savory. Absolutely delicious.

      “He’s wrong, you know,” Cutter said around a mouthful of food. “Osmark. He might think we lost our chance to get Abby back, but I don’t. Not for a bloody second. We’ll see her again. I’d wager my life on it. Hells, I’d wager all my gold on it.”

      “How do you know?” I asked, stealing a sidelong look at him. “I mean, I was right there. She was in front of me. I touched her. But somehow it slipped through my fingers anyway. What if that was my only chance and I blew it?”

      “Phft. That ain’t the Jack I know.” He leaned back against the table and swirled his own flagon of mead. “You’ve moved mountains, mate. Slain bloody dragons. Traveled through space and time and managed to take down an entire realm. Hells below, you got me to care about something other than myself—that’s your most impressive accomplishment to date, I’d wager.”

      I snorted and rolled my eyes.

      “You were always a good guy.” I paused. “Underneath, anyway. You just tried hard not to show it.”

      “Eh, that’s where you’re wrong, friend,” Cutter said. “You don’t end up with a sword like this”—he tapped the golden rapier at his hip, a sign of his station as a Gentleman—“by being a good person. I was second under Georgie long before I met you, and I earned my place by being unreasonably handsome, obscenely talented, and bloody ruthless. I stepped over more than my fair share of bodies to get to where I was. Do you remember when we found that wrinkled old Murk Elf woman? This was back when we first met.”

      Remember? How could I forget? I ran my fingers along my forearm. Beneath my gauntlet was a black handprint, branded against my skin. The mark of the Shadow Spark, granted to me by a dying Umbra Shaman. That one innocuous act—helping her when I had no good reason to—had set my feet on the path of the Shadowmancer. A path that had ultimately brought me here.

      “Yeah, well, do you happen to remember what I suggested you do? Scalp her. I told you the Imperials offered a gold mark apiece for Murk scalps. That was the kind of man I was. I didn’t hate her, that old woman, but I would’ve left her for dead in a heartbeat. I wouldn’t even have given a second thought. Being kind, it gets burned out of you when you grow up on the streets. Where I came from there were only grifters and marks. I never would’ve done what you did. Not out of the goodness of my heart. No profit in that.”

      “So why’d you help me then?” I asked. “Getting out of the dungeon was one thing. There was mutual benefit to that. But after that? You could’ve abandoned me on the road to Rowanheath.”

      “Honest to the gods above, I thought about it. I did. Crossed my mind a dozen times when we were heading into the city. But you intrigued me. I mean, there we were, trapped and bound in a dungeon, and instead of saving your only healing potion you gave it away to that woman. That dying, helpless woman who couldn’t do anything for us. That potion could’ve been the difference between life and death, but you chose to help her instead of helping yourself. No one in the Guild would ever dream of doing what you did. It’s unthiefly.

      “I couldn’t get my mind around it. I genuinely considered the possibility that you had brain damage. So I followed you. First, out of sheer curiosity, but then you kept doing the right thing. Crazy, but not soft in the head after all. Because that’s the kind of bloke you are. And somehow you taught me that I could be more than a cutthroat or a thug or a thief. That there are things worth fighting for beyond gold or glory or ale. And that’s why I know you’re going to get Abby back. If there’s a way, you’ll find it. And I’ll help you. After all, I’m the best damned thief in Eldgard—and now I reckon I’m also the best damned thief in Morsheim. Nothing I can’t steal, and that includes life from the grave.”

      “Hate to interrupt your tender moment,” Jeff said, “but it’s time to go.” He jerked his head toward Osmark. The Artificer was staring at his watch, and he looked worried by whatever he saw.

      “They’re moving faster than I anticipated,” he said. “We need to go, and we need to go now.”

      The Reality Editor let out a squeal and started to buzz and dance against my chest.

      There was only one thing that could mean. The Fail-Safes had come. And somehow, Osmark had known.
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      The walls of the Broken Dagger bulged and distorted as blocky inhuman heads and gangly arms emerged. The Fail-Safes had found us, and this time there were half a dozen of them, closing in all around us. The Reality Editor had saved me once before, but that had only been a single creature and one who hadn’t been particularly interested in me or my party. These things had us in their sights, and we had something they wanted—though I still wasn’t entirely sure why they wanted the sigil stones.

      It didn’t really matter.

      Thanatos had made it abundantly clear in his last holographic projection that under no circumstances could we allow them to get their spidery, malformed hands on the Stones. Which meant we needed to get gone and we needed to do it fast. Osmark yanked open the door that let out onto the sweeping bridge jutting out into the black void, and he ushered us through with frantic gestures. We didn’t need any extra prompting. The Fail-Safes were terrifying, and no one wanted to tangle with them.

      In a clatter of chairs and wooden benches, everyone beelined for the exit and the stone bridge beyond. Since the Reality Editor provided me some measure of protection against the Fail-Safes, I waited until everyone else was through before finally leaping over the bar top, then pulling the door shut behind me. Osmark was waiting for me on the other side, but everyone else was already sprinting across the bridge, making an ungodly clatter as they ran. I crossed my fingers that the unseen swooping shapes would leave us alone. We needed to put some distance between us and the pursuing Fail-Safes.

      “We got a problem up here!” Otto bellowed over one shoulder as he skidded to a halt.

      I caught up and saw the issue in a flash.

      The floating bridge abruptly ended at an archway, and on the other side was a sheer drop-off into the darkness below. There were other bridges, floating aimlessly throughout the void, but none of them were even remotely close to our position. My mind whirled with possible solutions. Between me and Osmark, we could probably ferry everyone over to another bridge, but it would take time we didn’t have and there was no telling which bridge to pick. Nothing in the library was coincidental, and selecting the wrong bridge was likely just as much a death sentence as staying here and waiting for the Fail-Safes to catch us.

      True, Jeff had his mini armillary sphere out and hovering above his hand, but he didn’t exactly look like a ray of confidence and certainty. If anything, he looked more confused than I felt.

      “Any ideas?” I yelled, stealing a look back over my shoulder. The door we’d just come through bubbled outward as the first Fail-Safe emerged, not opening the door, but phasing through it.

      “It says we’re supposed to go straight!” Jeff said while stealing frantic glances between the sphere and the archway.

      I paused and glanced up, studying the face of the archway itself. Gouged into the stone were a wild assortment of runes. When I’d first started working my way through V.G.O. I’d always assumed the runic markings were just there for flavor. As I’d learned more and more about Arcane Scrivening, though, I’d discovered that was the furthest thing from the truth. Magic in V.G.O. was complex and governed by an exacting and rigid set of laws. When it came to magical items, those laws were often recorded for all to see—assuming you knew how to read them.

      The runes chiseled into the stone were complicated and nuanced, but a few of them looked like spatial coordinates, and a handful of others closely resembled sigils I’d seen hundreds of times before—on the portal pads the Mystic Ordo used to transport people from city to city. I was only half literate in runecraft, and making a lot of wild assumptions here, but we weren’t spoiled for options.

      “Cutter,” I yelled as I prepared to cast my largest Shadow-Warp Portal, “I need you to run through the arch as fast as you can. Right over the edge. Don’t think about it.”

      “You’ve got to be bloody joking,” Cutter grumbled under his breath. But even while he was complaining, he backed up a step then took off, arms and legs pumping as he ran. “You better not let me die!” he yelled as he crossed over the threshold and shot out into the air like Wile E. Coyote. The moment he fully left the platform, a flash of light swallowed him up and he reappeared on another bridge high overhead. I’d been ready to snag him if he fell, but I was relieved my hunch had been right.

      “Up here!” he called, waving his arms at us. “Looks like we got another bridge and another bloody archway up ahead.”

      One by one we darted through the arch and were whisked away, steadily putting distance between us and the slowly encroaching geometric horrors.

      The Fail-Safes kept coming. They weren’t particularly fast, but they were driven. An unrelenting force that never got tired, never stopped, and couldn’t be persuaded or reasoned with. They were a living, walking plague, and eventually they would catch us. We scurried across bridge after bridge, through archway after archway—pausing at each to make sure Thanatos didn’t suddenly pull the rug out on us and drop us into the abyss—until we’d lost sight of the Fail-Safes entirely.

      Each archway took us higher and higher. I knew we were headed up and not down because eventually enormous spears of rock resolved out of the dark, hanging above us like the teeth of some colossal dragon. There were other things among those rocks, too. The swooping shapes that I’d seen out of the corner of my eye before. Massive bat-like creatures covered in thick muscle and black fur. They dangled upside down, their huge leathery wings wrapped around their bodies like shrouds.

      None of them seemed to be awake, but their enormous ears twitched at every sound.

      After walking for nearly an hour, we found ourselves on the uppermost bridge, only a scant thirty feet from the army of slumbering overgrown bats among the rocky stalactites. We came to another archway, but this one was different than the others we’d passed through. There was a door barring our way forward, and according to Jeff, the next instance should’ve been within striking distance. Probably on the other side of the blocked-off archway. That seemed too easy, though, and the cryptic message carved into the stone above the door didn’t put my mind at ease.

      
        
        Morality is a terrible burden. Often the only choice is the wrong one...

      

      

      Cutter scanned the door guarding our way forward. There were no obvious traps, but it was locked and there was no sign of a key anywhere. After examining the lock for a second, Cutter backed away and rubbed thoughtfully at his chin while he stared at the door as though it were a mimic just waiting to snatch the whole party up in hungry, slathering jaws.

      “Tough lock to pick?” I asked, keeping my voice low so I didn’t accidentally wake the bat creatures slumbering above us.

      He grimaced and shook his head. “Just the bloody opposite. It’s too easy. Even the greenest thief in the Guild could pick that lock without breaking a sweat.”

      “What is such a simple lock doing someplace like this?” Amara asked, studying the door in a new light.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Cutter said. “This is a trap, bugger me sideways if it’s not. Thing is, it’s not the kind of trap I can detect or disarm. I don’t like it.”

      “You and me both.” I pointed to the words engraved into the stone. “The only choice is the wrong one,” I read. “This probably is a trap, but I’m not sure we have any other options.”

      “Bloody hells,” Cutter said, running a hand through his shaggy hair. “You’re right, of course. Assuming Jeff’s wobbly brass trinket isn’t full of shite, this is the way forward. Still, I want to go on the record and say this is a shite idea, Jack.”

      “You have a better suggestion?” I asked.

      “No, not a bloody one. This is the only idea, but that still doesn’t mean it isn’t a shite one.”

      With a resigned sigh, Cutter padded forward, dropped onto a knee, and had the lock picked in less than a second. He eased the door open. I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable squeal of a rusty hinge that would wake the bat monsters, but it never came. The door swung outward, revealing another free-floating bridge cutting its way through the darkness. This one ended at yet another archway with yet another door, nearly identical to the first. Something about the setup made me deeply uneasy.

      With Cutter on point, we moved across the floating bridge, scanning for traps at every step, but we were in the clear.

      Once we made it to the archway on the far side of the bridge, we noticed several differences. Though the layout was identical to the last doorway, there was a peg jutting out like a hitchhiker’s thumb, and hanging from it was a thick brass key on an iron ring. Engraved into the stone above the door was another coded message:

      Sometimes the past is the doorway to the future. Only the contrite heart may proceed.

      “Completely clear,” Cutter said in equal parts disgust and bewilderment. “Not a bloody trap in sight.” He squatted down to examine the lock itself. “Bugger me, but it looks identical to the last door and unless I’m seeing things, I reckon they even left the key waiting for us.” He squinted at the key and idly rubbed his palms together. “Question is, do we use it, or should I pick the bloody thing, eh?”

      “Sometimes the past is the doorway to the future,” Otto read slowly, his arms folded across his chest. “Maybe the message is telling us that we need to pick the lock in order to prevent the trap from springing. We had to pick the last lock, so we need to pick this one to advance?”

      “Or,” Amara said, “it could be just the opposite. What does ‘only the contrite heart may proceed’ mean if not that we should avoid doing what we did in the past and use the key provided?”

      “This has Thanatos’ fingerprints all over it,” Jeff grumbled, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “He loves ambiguous clues that could be taken either way. One interpretation is gonna get us through the door, and the other one is probably going to get us all set on fire.”

      “So glad we have options,” I muttered. That key was there for a reason.

      I snatched it from the peg on the wall. There were no runes and no thrum of magic pulsing beneath my hand. As far as I could tell, it was just a hunk of metal. The Fail-Safes were coming, and we needed to make a call.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      I slid the key into the lock, and the tumblers turned over with an audible click. The door swung toward me without a hitch. On the other side was a gray brick wall with the words Wrong Choice carved into the stone. A deafening wail reverberated and bounced off the stalactites overhead like clashing cymbals. The racket lasted for seconds at most. When it faded, I caught a chorus of odd chittering followed by a dusty rustling noise like the sound of leaves falling from trees in autumn.

      Wings. Hundreds of them.

      The twang of a bowstring snapped beside me as Amara loosed an arrow. An ear-splitting screech followed as the feathered shaft slammed into a furry chest. I flinched from the noise and had the instinctive urge to cover my ears with my hands.

      “Not to overstate the obvious,” Otto barked, pulling free his colossal sword, “but we’ve got company!”

      “No bloody shite!” Cutter yelled, conjuring a smoky blade in one hand.

      One of the monsters, larger than a man and built like a werewolf with wings, dove toward Otto. A tag briefly appeared above its head, [Winged Horrorsoul]. The Battle Warden narrowly sidestepped the reckless dive and brought his sword screaming around in a wicked arc, shearing through the Horrorsoul’s wing at the shoulder. Dark blue blood spurted out, and the overgrown bat slammed into the narrow bridge, screeching wildly as it left a streak of gore across the stone.

      Otto pivoted and brought his sword spinning around, but before he could land the killing blow, another Horrorsoul sideswiped him and knocked him to the ground. The creature scrambled on top of the tank, pinned him down, then darted in with a muzzle filled with jagged teeth. Otto got his gauntlet up just in time to prevent the creature from ripping his throat out, but it was a narrow thing. I jammed the brass key into a pouch at my belt then thrust my hand out and blasted the monstrous bat in the side of the face with Umbra Bolt.

      The creature squealed in panic as Otto bucked his hips and threw it onto its side.

      A rancid green bolt of power, courtesy of Jeff, finished the monster off, but that was only the first of many. A great cloud of the Winged Horrorsouls was circling above us like vultures ready to feast. Amara fired into the seething mass of bodies, but the arrows were quickly swallowed by the dark without doing any real damage.

      “What in the hells are they doing, eh?” Cutter asked, anxiously flipping his blades as he tracked their restless circling.

      “Unless I miss my guess entirely, they’re preparing for a unified bombardment,” Osmark said. He fished a pair of metallic orbs from his belt and tossed them to the floor. They unfurled in a blaze of light and smoke, transforming into a variety of deadly turrets. Gatling guns. Buzz saw catapults. Rocket launchers. A few more flicks of the wrist summoned a small platoon of aerial drones. “They’re going to overwhelm us with sheer numbers to make up for our cumulative strength advantage.”

      “They’re going to bury us in bodies,” Cutter said. “Great. What in the bloody hell are we supposed to do? There are a thousand of those things, no way we can fight them all.”

      “We aren’t meant to,” Jeff shouted. He summoned his green-fire battle-axe in one hand and a burning green skull in the other. “I spent a lot of time with Thanatos, and if there’s one thing he doesn’t care about, it’s brute strength. Besides, none of the clues point to that. We missed something, and if we don’t figure it out, we aren’t going to walk away…”
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      My mind whirled, revisiting the cryptic clues we’d received. Morality is a terrible burden... Often the only choice is the wrong one... Sometimes the past is the doorway to the future… Only the contrite heart may proceed... Jeff was right, there was nothing in the riddles to indicate that wiping out the army of Horrorsouls was part of the solution. Problem was, I had no idea what the right answer was. It also didn’t help that there was a literal legion of bat-monsters about to descend on us like a plague of locusts.

      Even if I couldn’t figure out the riddle, I could help even the score. Killing these things wasn’t the way forward, but it might buy us the time we needed to solve Thanatos’ puzzle.

      I reached out to the Shadowverse and summoned my cadre of Terrors. My Void Watchers, Nikko, Kong, and Mighty Joe, took shape first, followed by Devil in all his splendid, scaled glory. Normally, I could only summon one Void Terror at a time—it was one of the many restrictions that made Shadowmancer a weaker summoner class—but thanks to Nikko’s Pack Animal ability, those rules didn’t apply. I could summon multiple Terrors concurrently, so long as Nikko was on the field of battle.

      Devil narrowed his eyes and glanced up, dual streams of smoke drifting up from his nostrils. Don’t tell me, he sent, I’m supposed to avoid killing these creatures, too? They are monstrous looking hellions, but I’m sure they have a tragic backstory. Perhaps I should coddle them and sing them lullabies in my native tongue?

      Nope, not this time, bud, I replied, patting him on the flank. These things are just nasty, ugly monsters perfect for grinding out some solid experience. Go nuts. Kill as many as you can. Nikko, I sent, glancing at the Void Ape, you’re with Devil. These things are going to try to swamp us. I want you to split their focus. Hopefully, I’ll be able to send reinforcements soon. When I do, you’re in charge.

      What does that mean, manling? the Void Ape matriarch asked. Have you recruited more of our Void kin to the cause?

      Sort of, I hedged. No time to explain now, though. Time to go kill things.

      This, at least, I understand, manling. Grim-faced, Nikko leapt onto Devil’s back, latching on to one of his bony spines with her simian hands. Kong and Mighty Joe followed her lead. The Shadow Drake circled once, then leapt from the edge of the free-floating bridge, wings flapping as he shot into the cloud of furry bat-bodies. Devil opened his jaws and unleashed a javelin of violet flame, carving a bloody path through the monsters. His attack seemed to break whatever tenuous spell had held sway over the Horrorsouls.

      The cloud of creatures descended en masse, just as Osmark had predicted.

      I hated the fact that he was always right.

      The Horrorsouls twirled and swooped, an ever-moving whirlwind of wings and fur and fangs.

      I cast Night Armor, letting Umbral power reinforce my body, then went to work with Mad God’s Fury. I slammed my hammer into a snarling muzzle and triggered Savage Blow and Black Caress.

      Critical Hit!

      The Horrorsoul’s jaw exploded from the force of the blow, and it was dead before it hit the ground. More Horrorsouls were quick to take its place, their wicked talons slashing at my exposed face. I conjured Dark Shield, deflecting another attack, then dropped the shield and blasted the creature’s retreating back with an Umbra Bolt. The spell carved through a fraction of the creature’s HP, but then it was already zipping away, disappearing back into the tornado of bodies.

      Not only were there hundreds of these things, but they didn’t stick around to fight. They struck, lightning fast, then disappeared before you could do enough damage to permanently ground them. Osmark’s drones and turrets were having slightly better luck, since they could autotarget and bookmark opponents, but even that was only a drop in the bucket. I cast my own trio of shiny new Elemental Umbra Orbs. The shadowy creatures formed a triangle with me at their center and began unleashing a barrage of Lesser Umbra Bolts—blasting anything that got in range.

      Conjuring them had burned through a hefty 1,950 Spirit, so I quickly popped the cork on a Spirit Regen potion and downed the liquid in a long pull. With my Spirit gauge topped off once more, I fired off Night Cyclone. The sky above me split and the howling vortex tore into our world; it snatched Horrorsouls from the air, mangling their wings, then callously hurled them into the endless dark below. Everywhere the cyclone went, devastation followed, but this was a war of attrition, and the Winged Horrorsouls had the advantage.

      While my Elementals fired and my cyclone ran roughshod over the attackers, I battled my way through a sea of unholy monsters.

      The spike on my hammer punched through throats and into chests. The blunt hammer face smashed skulls and shattered wings. With my other hand, I cast Shadow-Warp portals. Hacking claws disappeared inches from my face, emerging from twinned portals across the room, carving through the throat of another incoming Horrorsoul. Then I would snap the portal closed, amputating hands, arms, and legs. Anything that got caught in the portal, really. Health bars strobed and corpses rained down from above, forming into tottering heaps of gore-smattered fur and broken limbs.

      “Anyone have any idea how we’re supposed to get to the next instance?” I bellowed, panting hard from the exertion. “Because this definitely isn’t it.”

      “Working on it!” Osmark called back between bouts of Repeater fire. “Something about the phrasing from each archway struck me as odd. They aren’t two separate riddles, but one. Just buy me another minute.” He leveled his pistol and fired a trio of rounds, blasting the head completely off an incoming Horrorsoul.

      The Night Cyclone dissipated, but it had bought me a little breathing room. Thankfully, my Spirit had also regenerated enough for me to try out my newest grandmaster ability. Focusing my will, I targeted the piles of dead around me. Hair-thin tendrils of umbral power exploded outward from my chest, disappearing into the heap of motionless bodies. Those strands of arcane force brushed over the dead, and I could feel the stirring of essence. I sent a pulse of energy along the umbral tether snaking away from my chest and forged a temporary bond with creature after creature.

      With my Astral Connection ability maxed out, I could summon up to twenty-five Shadow Fragment Thralls at any given moment, and at only one hundred Spirit per cast, I could raise all of them at once.

      Spectral, shadowy versions of the Horrorsouls manifested in the air above the corpse piles. I could feel a fragile mental connection to them. They weren’t intelligent, not like Devil or Nikko, but they weren’t dumb either. They just couldn’t think for themselves and needed specific direction. They seemed to sense my will, though, and reacted at once. In a flurry of black wings, they took to the air, sowing chaos as they darted between the ranks of the Horrorsouls.

      I wasn’t the only one repurposing the dead. All around the bridge, brutalized Horrorsouls crawled back to their feet, noxious green power swirling around them in a nimbus. As a Morta Knight, Jeff had access to an army of undead all his own and he could control significantly more of them than I could. His shamblers formed up around us, creating a barricade of flesh to keep the swooping Horrorsouls at bay. At least for a little while. I used the brief reprieve to scan the platform.

      We were racking up a significant body count, no doubt about that, but we couldn’t keep this up indefinitely. Especially since it didn’t even seem like we were thinning out the swarm. For every Horrorsoul we killed, two more took its place, and worse, they were getting both bigger and more aggressive. I watched with dismay as three of the Horrorsouls slammed together in midair, their bodies melting and merging into something new and terrible.

      A [Mutated Horrorsoul] emerged from the tangled ball a moment later. It was fifteen feet tall, with enormous wings. Six arms protruded from its muscled torso.

      The Mutated Horrorsoul raised a hand the size of a dinner plate, conjured a fistful of Umbra power, then hurled it at Cutter like a fastball. The thief sensed the attack at the last second, but that didn’t stop the bolt of energy from slamming into the platform and carving out a divot from the floor. More of the creatures began to merge, a few at first, then in a mad blitz. Despite the best efforts of my Void Terrors, the creatures started raining down Umbra Bolts. It was like a meteor shower of Shadow magic.

      One of the enormous creatures dropped onto the stone, rattling the platform underfoot.

      Otto rushed forward to meet it with his sword, a corona of crimson light surrounding him. The Mutated Horrorsoul batted him aside with an oversized fist, flipping the tank head over heels. He dropped onto the floor in a rattle of heavy plate mail. The creature advanced toward Amara, who fired off waves of arrows that failed to even penetrate its pebbly skin.

      But then Osmark darted forward to meet the challenge head-on.

      His Victorian-era duds transformed as he moved.

      The cogs and gears festooning his outfit whirled, and a burst of steam enveloped him from head to toe. When the cloud dissipated, Osmark the man was gone, replaced by Osmark the Mech-Warrior. He’d conjured his Iron Goliath. The battle suit was a hulking monstrosity of cold steel, brass struts, whirling cogs, copper piping, and gushing steam vents. The battle rig had a buzz saw attached to one arm and a flamethrower/Gatling gun combo on the other. It was ten kinds of badass, and woe to anything that was on the receiving end of Osmark’s fury.

      “I figured it out, Jack!” The Artificer thundered over the din of battle. “You need to get everyone back through the first door! The past is the doorway to the future.” He gestured toward the doorway that was walled off, the words Wrong Choice splashed across the stone. “It was never this door at all. We were supposed to backtrack.”

      As he spoke, it all clicked into place. Of course that was the answer. How could I be so stupid?

      “Get everyone out,” Osmark boomed. “I’ll hold the line!” The Iron Goliath planted its huge metal feet and went to work in earnest, drawing aggro from every Horrorsoul in range. They swarmed the battle mech from every side, fighting with relentless fury, but the Artificer wasn’t deterred in the least. Drones, bullets, and rockets blasted through the creatures at a distance, while his flamethrower and buzz saw handled anything that got in melee range.

      With the Horrorsouls fixated on taking the iron behemoth down, the way was mostly clear for the rest of us. Otto was back on his feet, and he led the charge, cleaving through the handful of creatures not currently beelining for Osmark. Jeff was right behind, casting deadly Morta spells and unleashing waves of bone javelins. Cutter and Amara followed, while I brought up the rear, launching Umbra Bolts at the creatures clambering up Osmark’s unprotected backside.

      Devil, I sent, we could use some help on the bridge.

      I come, the Drake replied in a tone of fierce satisfaction.

      A bellow echoed through the cavern as he swooped in from the side, bathing Horrorsouls in purple flame, then sweeping them from the bridge with his immense wings. Nikko, Kong, and Mighty Joe were right behind him, Shadow Striding into position with poofs of inky-black smoke. They snatched up Horrorsouls from behind, effortlessly tearing through their wings before pitching them into the chasm. As for the remainder of my Shadow Fragments, they were now circling above the bridge, shadowing us as we moved, making sure the Horrorsouls couldn’t follow.

      We pushed through the first door we’d entered—the words above the archway mocked me now that I knew their meaning. Morality is a terrible burden. Often the only choice is the wrong one... Everyone crossed over the threshold except for Osmark. He and his battle mech remained firmly on the other side, fighting against an unending onslaught of mobs. The Gatling gun on his arm roared, brass casings spilling out in a constant stream. He was ever so slowly trudging toward us, but the winged monsters were thick as flies on a corpse and, thanks to a nasty pair of Mutated Horrorsouls, his progress had come nearly to a standstill.

      There was no way he was going to make it, not without some assistance.

      During most of this fight, Umbra Bog had been completely useless, but now that the Horrorsouls had finally landed on the bridge, I had options. Thick tentacles of Shadow power reached up, miring the creatures in place. That still didn’t change the fact that Osmark was five feet from the doorway, but I could fix that too. I darted forward and let my hammer swing with every ounce of strength I could muster and activated a potent combo of secondary effects. The warhammer hit with the force of a bomb blast, knocking one of the Mutated Horrorsouls off the bridge and into the inky gloom.

      My attack didn’t one-shot the creature, but it did open a path forward.

      I lunged through the gap, slapped a hand against the mech rig, and triggered Shadow Stride, pulling Osmark—Iron Goliath and all—through the veil between worlds and into the Shadowverse. Time lurched, and perfect, frozen stillness prevailed for the first time in what felt like ages. The Artificer stared down at me from the cockpit of his mech, blue blood smeared across his face. He was smiling.

      “Not half bad,” he said, phasing through the Horrorsouls crowded around him. “We’ll still need to get the door shut. Sometimes the past is the doorway to the future. Only the contrite heart may proceed. I think we need to use the brass key to open the first door. A small act of contrition. A way to set thing right—” He froze mid-sentence, eyes widening beneath his goggles.

      I glanced over one shoulder, and my blood ran cold.

      Advancing along the bridge were the Fail-Safes. And, unlike the Horrorsouls, who were frozen in time, the Fail-Safes were moving toward us, unperturbed. They walked on stilted legs, and every movement like watching poorly rendered stop-motion animation.

      “We need to get into position,” I said, “and I mean now.”

      We rushed through the doorway and spun, prepared to slam the door shut the second we were able. I gave Osmark a quick three count, keeping one eye on the creeping Fail-Safes. They were thirty feet out now—not much time to act. With a thought, I cut our time in the Shadowverse short and forced us back into the Material Realm. The Artificer grabbed the door and hurled the weight of his rig against the wood to force it closed.

      Even wrapped up in choking tangles of Umbra Bog, the Mutated Horrorsouls fought bitterly to keep the way open. I thrust my warhammer forward and let loose a flurry of Umbra Bolts, blasting the nearest one in the face. Each blast tore out vicious chunks of Health, but the real victory happened when the creature’s eyes clouded over and it turned on its comrade. Umbra Bolt had a 25% chance of confusing my target, causing them to randomly attack other hostile forces for a short time.

      Thankfully, a short time was all we needed.

      Otto and Jeff joined Osmark in his efforts, and with one final heave, the door slammed shut, automatically locking with an audible click.

      “The brass key,” Osmark roared. “Open the door using the brass key!”

      I slipped it from a pouch at my side and crammed it into the lock with shaky hands. The Fail-Safes were closing in, less than twenty feet now. If Osmark and I were wrong about the clues, this was the end of the game for us. The tumblers turned, and when I yanked the door open, there were no Winged Horrorsouls waiting for us on the other side. Directly ahead was a circular platform, and inscribed into the floor was a black ring containing the entrance to the next Specialized Historical Instance.

      “Everyone in!” I shouted.

      “No need to tell me twice,” Cutter said, taking off with Amara in tow.

      I waited for the others to make it through before finally bolting toward the portal myself, praying that whatever was waiting for us was better than what we were leaving behind. It certainly couldn’t be much worse.
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      I lurched through the portal, expecting to feel solid ground beneath my boots. There was nothing but air. I dropped ten feet and landed in a crouch, a plume of dust billowing up around me on impact. The others had all made it through before me and were dusting themselves off from the tumble. The library was gone, and in its place was a vast desert of wind-whipped dunes, blistering heat, and garish light. Scattered around us were towering palm trees, their huge fronds offering us some shelter from the sun.

      Far to the east, a jagged mountain range tore across the horizon, jutting up like a set of shark teeth biting into the sky. White dunes stretched all the way to the towering peaks—an endless stretch of shifting sand and swirling dust devils whipped up by an unrelenting wind. To the south and west, however, were verdant palm forests, and due north was a lush oasis with a broad lake surrounded by wild grasses, thickets of swaying palms, and broad-leafed trees loaded down with a hundred different types of fruit, some natural, most not.

      More impressive than the oasis, though, was the city.

      A sprawling metropolis with high sandstone walls, it was situated on an island in the center of the lake. Behind the domineering walls, a forest of elegant crystal spikes jabbed up at the sky, glittering in the sun like diamonds partially buried in the ground. Intermixed among the glass towers were white sandstone buildings with fluted columns, delicate golden minarets, and graceful bridges arcing from everywhere to everywhere else. A swarm of Accipiters—little bigger than sparrows from where we stood—swooped and darted over the city.

      Ankara, the Jewel of the West. I’d recognize it anywhere. Though just like with Stone Reach, things were subtly off here.

      Overhead, mechanical airships patrolled the skies, flanked by iron drones. I’d only ever seen airships like those once before, and that had been in the Realm of Order. Seeing them left me feeling uneasy. And that wasn’t the only difference either.

      Huddled along the outer bank of the lake was a sprawling camp. A city not of glass spires and white sandstone, but of squat buildings crafted from red bricks and straw all intermixed with white, heavy-duty canvas tents. The camp itself was impressively large and stretched out for miles and miles, running north to south along the outer edge of the city. I’d been in Ankara just a couple of months ago, and from my recollection, there were a handful of dusty outlying villages scattered around outside the city proper, but nothing like that camp.

      Which meant this wasn’t the Ankara we knew. Presumably we were somewhere in the distant past—now we just needed to figure out when we were and what we were here to do.

      “Hey, what the hell was that back there?” Jeff asked, drawing my attention away from the walls of the city.

      “What do you mean?” I absently brushed my dusty palms off on my cloak.

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Jack. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

      “The riddle?” I guessed.

      “Not the riddle. The shadow zombies.”

      “Oh that,” I replied.

      “Don’t ‘oh that’ me,” Jeff fired back. “I know everything about you, and I know for a fact that you can’t raise the dead.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal,” I replied with a shrug, “just a new skill I picked up after the last instance. The Grandmaster effect of Void Terror. Also, I didn’t technically raise the dead, only their shades. What’s it matter to you anyway?”

      “It matters because raising the dead is my thing. It’s like my primary thing. I mean yeah, I can do bone magic and exploding corpses and pain harvest, but Morta Knight and raising the undead sort of go hand in hand. My class is essentially the Darkling version of a Necromancer, and the undead are my territory.” He grumbled and folded his arms across his chest. “Can’t believe I’m even having this conversation. This is such bullshit, you know that? As though you weren’t OP already.”

      “I think OP is a bit of a stretch,” I said.

      He snorted. “Yeah, okay. You’re literally the second most powerful player in the game, plus you’ve got spells. Melee abilities.” He thrust fingers into the air as he listed items. “Stealth. Time Stop. A goddamned dragon hanging out in your back pocket. And now you can summon the dead, too. I ran out of fingers to count on, that’s how unfair it is. I don’t know who designed your class, but I’d like to punch them in the face.”

      “Hate to disagree with you,” Cutter said, “but he can’t do everything, friend. There’s a reason why his closest friend is the best thief in Eldgard. Jack can’t pick a lock to save his life, and he’s adequate at Stealth at best.”

      “Please,” Jeff said with a colossal eye roll. “He literally has a magical key that can open any door, so don’t even come at me with that crap. Honestly, if it weren’t for the fact that you can somehow respawn, you’d be relegated to the comic relief section of the party.”

      “First, I work hard as bloody hell on my comedic timing,” Cutter said, “so it means a lot that you noticed. Second, being a good thief is about more than just disarming the odd trap or picking a few random locks. We have contacts. A whole network to draw on when things are looking bleak. Jack never would’ve taken Rowanheath if not for my connections with the Union and the Smugglers Guild. And let’s not forget, I’m the one who got us all into the Sanctum of Lament. Never would’ve pulled that off without my deft touch.”

      “I think we can all agree that I have the most OP class,” Osmark said. He’d already deactivated his Iron Goliath and was back in his Artificer’s finery. “I have access to ranged weaponry, close support weaponry, a legendary mount, a legion of powerful minions, a battle rig, and a thousand other tricks none of you even know about. I’m also the highest-level player in V.G.O., second to none, and I have the resources of an entire Empire at my disposal.”

      “Can’t argue with you there,” Jeff conceded. “And I’d just like to go on the record and say that your class is bullshit, too.”

      “If you want to punch the person who designed it,” Osmark offered with a sly smile, “you’re welcome to try whenever you’d like.” He spread his hands in invitation.

      “Wait? You built your own class?” Jeff said, jaw dropping open. “I thought the Overminds built everything.”

      “They constructed the world and the people,” Osmark corrected, “but the devs had an enormous hand in the game and quest mechanics, including class design. We introduced the bulk of our modifications prior to Sophia and Enyo going online. I personally designed the Artificer class, seeded it early into the beta version of the game, and made sure I would be able to unlock it during my first few days of transition. As we were always fond of saying in the Dev pool, fail to plan, plan to fail. Now, unless you have further questions, we have places to be.”

      He waved toward the sprawling camp.

      As it happened, I did happen to have a couple of burning questions in the back of my mind. Back in the Broken Dagger, he’d known the Fail-Safes were coming, and I wanted to know how. He’d glanced at his golden pocket watch seconds before, and that wasn’t the first time I’d seen him studying the item. There was no need for a physical watch, since our interfaces tracked the time, which made me want to know what purpose the watch served and where he had gotten it.

      Osmark was hiding something—no shocker there—and I was going to get a straight answer out of him sooner or later, but I figured now wasn’t the time to press the issue.

      “Yeah, I do have one other question, actually,” Cutter said. “That riddle back there. One minute we’re on the bridge over endless darkness, the next we’re bum-rushing into a portal with a load of Fail-Safes behind us. I mean, obviously I know what happened, but maybe you could explain it. For Otto’s sake.”

      “I take offense to that,” Otto growled. “Just because I’m a Risi doesn’t mean I’m dumb. The arcana professors in the Grand Spire of Vrestrum were building the first portal pads when your people were still living in dank caves to the north.”

      “Oh, is that right? Then what was the answer to the riddle, eh?” Cutter pressed.

      Otto shifted uncomfortably and kicked the toe of his boot into the sand. “I will begrudgingly admit that in this particular instance, I’m not certain. I was preoccupied with saving everyone from certain death.”

      “The solution was simple, in hindsight,” Osmark said. “The riddles worked together. A matched pair. Sometimes the only option is a bad one. We had to pick the lock because there was no other way to proceed—yet in doing so, we made the immoral choice.”

      “Immoral is such a strong word,” Cutter grumbled.

      “Not to an Overmind,” Osmark replied. “They don’t do well with shades of gray. Thanatos left us a way to correct our mistake. The key. Except it wasn’t for the second door, it was for the first. He provided a way to go back and do the right thing. To fix the mistakes of the past. It’s a bit on the nose, but obviously the riddle was supposed to be illustrative of Thanatos’ own journey. He had to make some difficult choices in the short term, but he provided a key”—he nodded at the Reality Editor hanging around my neck—“to rectify those issues. We can’t alter the past, but we can change the future.”

      “Astutely stated, Rob,” Jeff said, clapping the Artificer on the shoulder, “but no one cares how smart you are. You’re just wasting time, and I want to get out of the goddamned sun.” He squinted and raised a hand against the ball of molten gold burning overhead. “Morsheim is cold. I’m not used to the heat, and I hate it on general principle.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Cutter agreed with a nod. “It’s hot as bollocks out here, and leather armor doesn’t breathe well in this climate.” He squatted a few times, rearranging his pants.

      “Plate armor is worse,” Otto grumbled.

      “Thankfully I have an answer to your woes,” Osmark said. He pulled a length of flowing white cloth from his inventory. “A basic qamee,” he said in explanation. “It’s a type of robe the Accipiter nomads are fond of. They should help us blend in with the locals and, as an added bonus, they will help with the heat. Plus, they come standard with head wraps and face coverings. Sandra made sure to pack enough for the whole team before we departed.”

      “How’d she know we would end up in the Barren Sands?” I asked.

      “She didn’t,” Osmark replied with a shrug. “I have regional gear for almost every environment. That’s the same reason I had the jet boosters for the water level. Fail to plan, plan to fail is one of Sandra’s favorite sayings as well.”

      Osmark handed out the Accipiter qamees, and we all took a few minutes to change into the flowing gowns. I left the Reality Editor around my neck and the warhammer hanging at my hip, but I ditched my leather pants and armor. It cost me some stat points, but Osmark was right—it sure did help with the heat. I was more comfortable than I’d been in ages. Once I became a master Arcane Scrivener, I was going to find a way to engrave Arctic cooling runes into my gear, creating built-in personal air-conditioning.

      Honestly, I was a little surprised someone hadn’t already done that. I’d have to check the Wikis once this whole mess was over.

      We were hardly recognizable as we left the grove of palms behind and headed into the sprawl of tents bordering the city. The camp looked like it had once been an outpost town that had been enveloped by a plague of impromptu canvas tents over time. Not that the inhabitants of the town seemed to mind much. Bronze-skinned Accipiter merchants, all dressed in the same flowing robes as our party, hawked their wares from the shops and stalls lining the dusty streets. Brightly colored awnings jutted out from the buildings and stalls, providing prospective clients some measure of relief from the brutal heat of the sun.

      As we made our way farther into the encampment, it became evident that this wasn’t some sort of refugee camp, this was a war camp. I’d certainly spent enough time loitering around soldiers in the field to know one when I spotted one. There were racks for armor and weapons, horses lined up in neat formations, and blacksmiths churning out fresh blades or repairing older ones. The officers and senior enlisted soldiers were easy to pick out thanks to patches sewn onto their armor—that and the way the other soldiers scrambled to make way for them.

      At first, I thought the encampment was an army besieging Ankara, but it didn’t take long to realize that wasn’t the case. There were just as many Accipiter among the tents as there were outsiders, and they were all extremely friendly with the rest of the soldiers and camp followers. The composition of the war party itself was odd as well. There were bands of robed Risi sitting across campfires from Accipiter scholars, comparing arcane texts on magics and runecraft.

      Bands of armor-clad Murk Elves shared cookfires with chainmail-clad Dawn Elves. They laughed, ate, and gambled, which was even more shocking than seeing Dokkalfar openly walking the streets of Stone Reach. There was a lot of Murk Elf history I was still woefully ignorant of, but if ever there was tension between two peoples, it was the Murk and Dawn Elves. I quietly asked Amara in passing if she knew about any period of history where the two Elven groups had been on friendly terms, and she simply shook her head, lips pulled into a tight line, eyes troubled by what they were seeing.

      There also wasn’t a human in sight.

      And that wasn’t just a figure of speech.

      There were more Risi, Accipiter, Murk Elves, Dawn Elves, and even clusters of Dwarfs than I’d ever seen in one place. But not one human, either Imperial or Wode. Was it possible everyone had come together to fend off some sort of human incursion? Possible, yet as far as anyone in our party was aware of, neither the Imperials nor the Wodes had ever launched a direct assault this far west on the continent. The Wodes had migrated from the north, flowing into central Eldgard, and the Imperials had landed on the far eastern coast of the continent.

      Also, what in the world were the Svartalfar doing out here?

      Even during the Imperial Invasion, they rarely left the Reach and almost never ventured south of the Frozen lands. That was part of the reason they’d banded together with the Jade Lord in the first place. Because the Dokkalfar were willing to venture out of the Marshes and confront the invaders. The Dwarves provided resources and weaponry, while the Murk Elves and Wodes provided the bodies. I couldn’t imagine a scenario that would bring whole battalions of Dwarves out to the Barren Sands of all places.

      They hated the heat almost as much as Jeff did.

      The weaponry was also strange. They had loads of wooden ballistae and mechanical trebuchets, but I also caught sight of Iron Goliaths stomping through the warren of tents. And there was other Artificer-style gadgetry scattered all throughout the encampment as well. Gatling guns and buzz-saw launchers. Enormous blunderbusses and steam-powered shipping wagons. I’d always associated Artificers with the Empire, but that didn’t seem to be the case here.

      Everywhere we went, I caught snatches of conversation that alluded to the Scourge.

      Everyone from merchants to guards seemed to be discussing these invaders who were sweeping across the land, but there wasn’t anything substantial enough to prompt a quest alert. I could’ve poked around a bit more, but I didn’t want to get caught as an outsider in the middle of an encampment brimming with potential adversaries. Better to get into the city and see if we could dig up the info we needed from an informant with the Ministry of Whispers or maybe someone inside the Thieves Guild.

      Anyone who wouldn’t immediately turn a blade or a Gatling gun on us if we asked the wrong question.

      After an hour of walking, we made it to the outer walls of Ankara. The main gate was closed, but there was a smaller sally port with a pair of sentries waving through a steady stream of foot traffic. They didn’t seem at all concerned with the people trickling out into the camp, only those who wanted to enter the city.

      “Any chance we can get over the walls?” I asked Cutter in a whisper.

      The thief frowned and scanned them. “Not even if we flew,” he said, shaking his head. “They’ve got gunships patrolling at intervals and Accipiter scouts occupying every perimeter tower. If we really want to avoid the guards, our best bet is for you to ferry us through one at a time in the Shadowverse. It’ll take some time, but it’s our safest option.”

      “That won’t be necessary at all,” Osmark said, striding right up to the sentries and throwing his hood back before anyone could stop him.
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      “Kutsal inek, what in the desolate wastes is wrong with your face!” The Accipiter guard squawked, one hand dropping to the pommel of the curved scimitar at his hip. “The rest of you, lower your hoods! Now!”

      I quickly complied, lowering my face covering and stripping away the hood, then motioning for everyone else to do the same. What the hell was Osmark thinking? There were a thousand ways this could go sideways, and if it did, we could end up sandwiched between the city walls of Ankara and a hostile war camp with no way out.

      “Divine gods above but there are two more. Look at ’em. So pasty. And those rounded ears.” The Accipiter squinted and sidled over to Osmark. He poked at the Artificer’s face, turned his head this way then that, then pinched at his ears. “Bhakdi,” he called to his Murk Elf partner, “have you ever seen anything like this? Some sort of wasting disease, maybe? Something that eats at the cartilage?”

      “Cropped ears,” the Murk Elf replied solemnly. “It is a rare thing, but I’ve heard that some of the High Hvitalfar do such things as part of their sacred rites. I’ve never seen it in person.” He wrinkled his nose. “Disgusting, if you ask me.”

      “Any chance they’re mimics?”

      “Doubtful,” the Murk Elf replied. “Mimics would never be so sloppy as that—and three of them in one party?” He grimaced and shook his head. “No, I can’t see it. The Horned One would never try such a ploy. Too costly, and for what gain?”

      The Accipiter grunted, clearly unsatisfied. “I still don’t like it. Smells like a pile of boktan to me.” He walked around Osmark once, twice, three times, taking his measure. “Well, what say you, nub-ears? You some sort of spies for the Gnarled Tree, then?”

      “Not at all. We are weary travelers with important business within the city walls. As you have rightly deduced, we are part of a sacred order dedicated to the destruction of the Horned One.” The lie came easily to Osmark’s lips and was as slick as butter in a hot skillet. “I am not permitted to say more, and our business is for the ears of the Merchant King of the Sands alone.”

      The guards faltered and shared uneasy glances with each other.

      “I didn’t receive notice from the palace about any inbound visitors,” the Accipiter said.

      “And I suppose,” Cutter shot back, taking his cues from the Artificer, “that the Merchant King makes it a point of telling every gate guard in Ankara about the dignitaries visiting him, eh?”

      “No. Of course not,” the Accipiter guard stammered, finally removing his hand from the hilt of his sword. “No offense was meant, high ones. Please, proceed with your business and sanka nimket. Blessings be on you and your efforts against the Horned God.” He folded one arm across his stomach, bowed deeply, and ushered us through.

      We walked through slowly, everyone holding their breath. I kept glancing up at the murder holes carved into the underside of the sally port—perfect for dosing invaders in hot oil or peppering them with arrows. A palpable sigh of relief seemed to spread through the party as we made it into the city without anyone trying to kill us horribly.

      Cutter cackled the second we were clear and out of earshot.

      “Bugger me, but I can’t believe that worked.” He stole an appraising glance at Osmark. “You’re a natural liar, you know. Not as good as me, of course, but if you ever decide to give up being the tyrannical ruler of an empire, I might just be able to find you a spot as an Esquire with the Guild. Some of the lower-level lieutenants can get uppity, but I think you’d probably be able to handle yourself.”

      “I’ll consider that high praise,” Osmark replied with a small grin, “though if you think your lieutenants can get uppity you’ve clearly never sat through an executive board meeting. Major shareholders make disgruntled gang lords look like cuddly puppies, believe me.”

      “Alright,” Cutter said, rubbing his hands together, “now all we need to do is find us a guild informant. Not sure where the Ankara Guild Branch headquarters will be, but I’d wager a thousand Imperial marks that we can find a rep in one of the gambling halls.”

      “That’s not a bet I would make, were I in your shoes,” Osmark said. “Look around. There isn’t a human in sight. And the way those gate sentries reacted confirmed that they’ve never so much as seen a human. Which means we are in a time that precedes both the Wode migration and the Imperial Invasion. Given everything else, I believe we’re in the First Age. An age when Eldgard belonged heart and soul to the true children of Alferra—the Accipiter, Risi, Dokkalfar, Svartalfar, and the Hvitalfar.

      “If that’s true,” he continued, “there is no Guild. No Ministry of Whispers or Smuggler Syndicate either. Not yet. Interestingly enough, the Guild actually has its roots here in Ankara—it was the lost heir of one of the Merchant Princes that formally codified the founding principles of the Guild, but that wasn’t until the mid-630s A.I.C. We are in a time that predates that by a thousand years or more. But there is that.” He waved toward a sprawling white marble temple off in the distance with a thousand archways, crystal minarets, and bulbous, blue-tiled domes.

      “It is beautiful,” Amara said. “What god is such a temple dedicated to?”

      “The only god the Accipiter really care about,” Osmark replied. “Trade. That is the grand auction hall of Ankara. The Tradewinds. We’ll find what we need inside.” He set out, steps confident. Jeff, Osmark, and Cutter all earned curious glances as we slipped into the ebb and flow of traffic, but no one tried to stop us.

      “So instead of seeking out an informant who can tell us what we are here for,” Otto said as we walked, “you want us to go shopping?” He sounded immensely displeased.

      “Clearly you aren’t familiar with Ankara or its history,” Osmark said, glancing back over one shoulder. “This city is known for many things—its glass towers, gambling halls, and sprawling bazaar, but the Tradewinds is the crown jewel. Inside the grand auction house you can buy anything.”

      We turned onto a side street and headed into what looked like a residential neighborhood. The lower-end buildings were made from blocks of sandstone with heavy wooden doors and roofs covered with red ceramic tile. The more affluent homes and shops appeared to be sculpted from cloudy quartz crystal, which gleamed and glinted in the light. There was Artificer-style tech everywhere—more steam-powered wagons clogging the streets, hovering delivery drones choking the sky, even mechanical elevators that zipped up and down the outside of the glass skyrises.

      “I’m not saying picking up a few potions wouldn’t be a good idea,” Otto pushed, “but I’m still missing the point. Are a few shiny trinkets really going to help us?”

      “Trinkets won’t. But we aren’t going there for trinkets,” Osmark said. “True, you can buy all manner of gear and items within the Tradewinds, but if you know where to look and who to talk to, you can trade in intangibles. You can barter for skills, for knowledge, for anything. There is no knowledge they can’t deliver, and no boon they cannot impart, assuming you are willing to pay the price. Most people are not willing to pay—not for the truly epic bargains on the table.”

      “Holy bollocks of Banztantium, you really are a mad lad,” Cutter said. “You honestly want us to get mixed up with the bloody Merchant Princes?”

      “No,” Osmark said. “The Merchant Princes can’t give me what I want. I want to strike a bargain with the Merchant King himself. If we are when I think we are, then this is the reign of Azhaar el-Yasin—arguably the most powerful Merchant King in the history of Eldgard.”

      “Bloody hells, he’s mental,” Cutter muttered. “Positively, bat-shite crazy. Look, every thief in Eldgard has heard stories about what the Princes can do, and it never turns out well. Not once. You think you’re getting one thing, but there’s always a trick in it. We call it Serth Rog’s bargain. You want to become the best thief in Eldgard? Well, the Merchant Princes can give it to you, but you’ll also end up with a big enough bounty on your head to turn even your best friends into cutthroats.”

      “My people have such stories as well,” Amara said. “We tell the cautionary tale of Anong the Wretched, sixth son of Chaloem Chai, the great clan chief of the Chao-Yao. Anong had great aspirations and wished to restore the glory of the Nangkri Dynasty, but to do so, he needed both the Crown of the Jade Lord and the blessing of his father. He had neither. The crown had been lost during the Jade Lord’s battle with the Sky Maiden, and Anong was least of his brothers, and not well-loved by his father.

      “Knowing there was no other way to achieve his lofty ambitions, Anong ventured far from the Marshes and sought out one of the Merchant Princes. He met just such a Prince, and the tale is that he bartered away his soul in exchange for power. He returned with the crown of the Jade Lord in hand, but the crown carried a curse with a crippling disease that spread among his family. He indeed rose to power, but only after the disease claimed the life of his father and all five of his brothers. Instead of rising to the position of chieftain, the people of the Chao-Yao cut off Anong’s arms and legs and cast him and the crown into the swamp.”

      “Gods,” Cutter said, “is there any part of your people’s history that isn’t dark and twisted? I swear, every cautionary tale I’ve ever heard you tell results in the loss of limbs and being cast into the swamp.”

      “That is because unlike your people, we believe there are consequences for immorality. The point is, making a deal with the Merchant King will most certainly turn out poorly.”

      “Perhaps,” Osmark replied with a shrug. “But in my experience, sometimes making a deal with the Devil is the only way to get what you want. If that weren’t the case, none of us would be here, and you certainly wouldn’t have aligned yourselves with me. Besides, I think I may’ve been wrong about the riddle from the last passageway. It wasn’t just pointing to what we had to do to find the next instance, I think it was giving us a clue about what we would need to do to clear it.”

      We hooked a right and headed into a section of the city that looked more market than residential area. There were jewelers and goldsmiths selling intricately worked jewelry studded with colorful gems, and seamstresses peddling outfits—dresses, cloaks, trousers, robes—slashed with wide swaths of colorful ribbon. Persian-style rugs were unfurled everywhere, covered in wares of every sort and variety. On the right was a section filled with spices and herbs, and to the left were glass vials brimming with colorful powders and bags heaped to overflowing with mushrooms, dried witch’s heart, wild safflower vines, and a thousand other things.

      Osmark didn’t even slow. He cut through the bazaar and stormed up a set of marble steps that brought us into the Tradewinds. The interior of the massive auction house was just as beautiful as the exterior, though far more garish. The floors were covered in blue tile and the walls and ceilings were practically painted with gold. The lamplight bounced off the metallic walls and ceilings, making the inside of the Tradewinds glow like the sun at noon. There were stalls and shops here as well, but they were all significantly higher end than anything we’d seen outside.

      And the prices reflected that.

      A weapons vendor on the right was selling blessed swords and daggers—all of them enchanted out the nose—that cost as much as the down payment on a house back in San Diego. Cutter’s eyes bulged, and I thought he might faint from the sight of all that gold just out in the open. This place was a thief’s wet dream, assuming they had the skills to get away with their crimes, which would definitely be easier said than done. There were guards everywhere. Accipiter, Murk Elves, and High Elves, all sporting purple-and-gold tabards that marked them out as Tradewinds security.

      “I wouldn’t try it if I were you,” Osmark said, as though reading Cutter’s thoughts. “Stealing from a merchant in Ankara is a good way to lose a hand, and stealing from the Tradewinds is a good way to lose a head. Besides, none of this stuff is worth it anyway. Not to people of our caliber. If you want the truly epic loot, you need to attend the auctions themselves.”

      He pointed to several of the offshoot halls.

      “There are thirty auction rooms, and all of them are active at any given time. Each room specializes in a specific item class—blunt weapons in one, swords in another, light armor in a third. They have everything you could ever want. Potions, rare alchemic ingredients, amulets and rings, cloaks and boots and bracers. The items come at a premium, of course, but they are worth every cent.” He pulled his watch from his coat pocket and glanced at the face. “Perfect. Now, if you’ll excuse us, Jack and I have to go meet with the Merchant King. Everyone else, feel free to explore—just don’t cause any unnecessary trouble.” He shot a knowing look at Cutter.

      “I’m not going to cause any bloody trouble—”

      “And I will make sure of it, my love,” Amara said, hooking one of her arms through his.

      “Wait, I’m confused,” Jeff said, tracing his fingers absently over the inside of his wrist. “You want us to split the party? Again? That’s generally considered a bad thing to do, and we keep doing it.”

      “Necessity is the mother of foolish choices,” Osmark replied.

      “That’s not how the saying goes,” Jeff said.

      “No, but it’s apt. The truth is, the Merchant King won’t meet with just anyone—” Osmark started.

      “And I guess I’m just anyone now. Awesome,” Jeff grumbled.

      “This is something Jack and I have to do. Leave it at that. Besides, Cutter is right. You don’t want any part in the Merchant King’s bargains if you can avoid it. Let’s meet back here in two hours’ time. I’ll be sure to message if anything goes wrong.”

      After a little more grumbling and complaining, we decided to split up but stay in pairs of two. Not a perfect solution, but better than nothing. Cutter and Amara headed over to an auction hall that specialized in ranged weaponry, while Otto and Jeff made for a heavy-armor auction. Osmark and I didn’t make for any of the halls, but rather ventured all the way to a private Artificer-style elevator at the back of the main level. A pair of Accipiter Spell Swords stood guard, along with a Risi scholar in flowing purple robes.

      “We’d like to see the Merchant King,” the Artificer declared.

      The Risi sniffed and gave us both a once-over, noting Osmark’s rounded ears, as well as the quality of our gear. We were still wearing the basic qamees—certainly nothing to write home about—but I had Mad God’s Fury at my hip and the Jade Lord’s Crown perched on my head. Both were impressive and expensive for anyone who had a discerning eye.

      “That’s not up to me,” the Risi said coolly. “The wazir upstairs will determine whether you are worthy. My job is merely to bind your weapons and dampen your power. Do you consent to this?”

      His words made me nervous. How was he going to bind our weapons and dampen our power? That sounded incredibly risky. Osmark’s eyes flickered toward me, and he offered a barely perceptible nod. “It’s the only way.”

      “Yes, we consent,” I replied begrudgingly.

      The Risi moved quickly, drawing out a length of golden ribbon and snipping off two strips with a set of oversized golden shears. Complex silver script ran along both sides of the fabric. With deft, practiced motions, the Risi quickly bound the head of Mad God’s Fury then tied a neat knot. He wrapped another length of ribbon around my arm in three quick passes and tied off another complex knot. He muttered a word under his breath that I couldn’t quite catch, and the silver script flared to life, sending chills sprinting along my spine.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Debuff Added

      

      

      Cord of Good Conduct: You have been voluntarily bound by a cord of good conduct. While wearing the Cord of Good Conduct you cannot draw your weapon, cast an offensive spell, or summon a minion for any reason while in the presence of Azhaar el-Yasin, Merchant King, and his chief wazir, Ashur-Tukulti. Any attempt to do so or to prematurely remove the cord will result in the following active debuffs:

      Jailed: Movement rate reduced by 100%; duration, until the Cord of Good Conduct is removed.

      Plane Bound: You are bound to the Material Plane; duration, until the Cord of Good Conduct is removed.

      Diseased: Your body slowly withers away as a result of faithlessness. Attack Damage and Spell Strength reduced by 75%; Health, Stamina, and Spirit Regeneration reduced by 50%; duration, until the Cord of Good Conduct is removed.

      Cripple Core Poison: 10 HP/sec; duration, until the Cord of Good Conduct is removed.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read over the extensive list of debuffs while Osmark was similarly fitted with a length of cord. I hadn’t ever seen contractual magic like this before, but it was impressively powerful and an effective way to ensure that potentially hostile combatants couldn’t attack during negotiations. I idly wondered if the agreement had to be entered into voluntarily, or if there was some way to use these ribbons on less willing participants. If so, they could be a great way to subdue powerful Travelers who had few other repercussions for behaving badly.

      I froze at the thought. That was something Osmark would consider… Not me.

      Pushing the uncomfortable notion away, I dismissed the notice and headed into the crystal elevator, bound for the penthouse suite and an appointment with Azhaar el-Yasin, Merchant King of Ankara.
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            Devil’s Bargain
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      “Jack, we don’t have much time, but I need to tell you something,” Osmark said the second the elevator’s crystal doors slid shut. “The riddle, it wasn’t just about getting to the next instances. I genuinely believe Thanatos was trying to tell us something profound—both about his journey and our own. It wasn’t just about providing us with a way to fix the game, it was about providing us with a key to fix another mistake.”

      “What mistake?”

      “Abby,” he said. “Thanatos Beta made damned sure you couldn’t bring her back using the Reality Editor. Not without betraying everything you stand for. Morality is a terrible burden. That’s almost word for word what Graham Axearm said before he attempted to ascend. You did the hard thing. Made the only choice you could even though it was terrible. But this place”—he swept an arm around—“might be the key to fix it. I don’t fully know what the Merchant King is capable of, but if there is anyone who might know another way to save Abby, it’ll be him.”

      “Why tell me this now?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Because I have no idea what it’s going to cost you. Cutter and Amara were both right about the Merchant Princes. There are a thousand horror stories about the bargains they make. They’re very Faustian in that way—and like in Faust, you might end up bartering away your soul if you aren’t careful.”

      “As long as it’s only my soul on the line, that’s a bargain I’m willing to make.”

      Osmark opened his mouth to say more, but then the elevator stopped, and the doors swung open, granting us access to an opulent foyer that was a man-made version of the oasis down below. The burble of water drifted in the air along with haunting harp music. Palm trees were everywhere, growing from a bed of lush grass as soft as any carpet. Scattered among the palms were leafy fig trees, gnarled olive trees, snaking grapevines, and fruit trees that I couldn’t put a name to. A riot of flowers dotted the ground and perfumed the air. A white pergola, covered in violet wisteria, stood off to one side.

      Beneath it was a suede chaise, the wooden frame was covered in gold, and lounging on it was a bear of an Accipiter with a prodigious gut and thinning hair.

      The man wore fine silk robes, and an opulent golden ring adorned each finger. His stomach strained against a wide cloth belt that held a curved dagger encrusted with rubies. One scantily clad woman fed him grapes from a cluster while another waved an oversized fan made from tawny Accipiter feathers. He looked like a king if ever I saw one, and the pair of heavily armed guards lingering toward the back of the room only served to reinforce the notion.

      “Your Majesty.” I dipped my head in a short, but courteous bow.

      The man on the chaise chuckled dryly, then waved away the serving girls as he struggled to right himself.

      “Adorable,” the man said, his voice deep and rich, “but I am not His Highness, Azhaar el-Yasin. I am Ashur-Tukulti, royal wazir and humble servant.”

      Sitting on a chaise in a magical, indoor oasis while being fed and fanned by half-dressed serving women didn’t exactly strike me as humble, but I held my tongue. Although if this was how the king’s public advisor lived, I could only imagine the sheer opulence that the king himself probably enjoyed.

      “So, what do we have here,” the advisor sniffed, “some sort of mutilated Hvitalfar and his Dokkalfar man servant, perhaps? Let me guess, you wish the Merchant King to fix your wretched looks, no?”

      “Actually,” I said, “I want to see the Merchant King.”

      The wazir snorted and rolled his eyes. “Surely you jest, no? Of all the children of Alferra, your kind is the lowliest. Crude things born of mud and shadows, favored by no one. You are fit to serve your betters and water the tree of progress with your corrupted blood.”

      My lips peeled back in a snarl, and I found myself reaching for my warhammer. The ribbon wrapped around my arm began to pulse and throb as though somehow sensing my intention toward violence. I couldn’t let myself be baited no matter how much this guy deserved a swift kick to the teeth. I was just glad Amara wasn’t here. Cord or no, she would’ve shoved an arrow right down his throat.

      “Everyone wants an audience with the King of the Sands, but he isn’t going to waste his time on camp followers or lowly Murk Elves.” The advisor tapped at his double chin and stared at me as though seeing a wild animal that had learned to talk. “I cannot for the life of me fathom what you thought you had to offer to someone as powerful as His Highness, Azhaar el-Yasin, King of Commerce and Ruler over the Crystal Kingdom. As if he might want your grubby loot, pilfered from the bodies of the dead. I’ve seen enough. Guards.” He waved over the armor-clad thugs. “Remove these two… whatever they are.”

      “We’re not here to sell trinkets,” I said, lifting the Reality Editor from around my neck. I let it dangle from its chain, catching and reflecting the warm light streaming in from a skylight overhead. “You have no idea who we are, where we come from, or the power we wield. We hold divinity in our hands. If you turn us away now, maybe my friend and I will go and find another merchant. One who is willing to look past the surface. And I’m sure the King won’t hold you personally responsible when he finds out that you drove a potential ally into the hands of a competitor.”

      The wazir’s face had gone strangely pale, and he no longer looked so certain of himself. I had no intention of bartering away the Reality Editor, but I knew it radiated power that even a blind man could see.

      “That’s enough, Ashur,” boomed a voice from all around. It bled from the walls, the floor, the air. “Let them through.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” The wazir cleared his throat, flushing, and pressed a small button on the underside of the chaise. There was a quiet whirl of gears and cogs as a section of stone wall folded inward, revealing a short hallway. “Please, if you’ll accompany me, en onurlu beyler,” the advisor said, his demeanor transforming in an eyeblink.

      “That won’t be necessary,” the voice came again. “I will speak with them privately. And cancel the rest of my appointments for the day, anlamak?”

      “Of course, my King,” The wazir replied, nervously dry washing his pudgy hands.

      Osmark and I headed past the sentries, who gave us curious glances—who were we to earn a private audience with the Merchant King himself?—but said nothing as we made our way down the dimly lit hallway.

      The hallway dumped us in a circular room that couldn’t have been more different than the lavish trading hall below or the grandiose foyer outside the elevator. The room was sparse to the point of looking barren. There was a simple pallet in one corner, covered in blankets and pillows, and a polished—though plain—wooden desk covered with parchment and quills. A large circular rug dominated the center of the floor; it had a handful of drab pillows for sitting and a small tea station with a burnished silver pot and several porcelain cups.

      What it lacked in finery, though, it made up for in view.

      The entire eastern wall was perfectly clear crystal showcasing the entire city and the oasis beyond. It was breathtaking.

      “The view never gets old,” said the sole occupant of the room. He was shorter and squatter than I’d been expecting. He stood maybe 5'5", with broad shoulders and chestnut-colored wings with golden spots. He wore a simple qamee, like us, though crafted from silk, and had a thick black mustache that obscured his upper lip.

      “Welcome, honored guests. As you may have guessed, I am Azhaar el-Yasin. Please, friends, sit.” He waved to a pair of worn pillows across from him. “Let me serve you a traditional Ankaran kahverenghi. A fine drink to help put one in the right frame of mind before the true bartering can begin, yes?”

      I shared a guarded look with Osmark. He frowned and shrugged. When in Rome, his expression seemed to say. Following his lead, I folded myself onto a pillow, sitting cross-legged, which was a little tricky with the warhammer at my side.

      Azhaar was quiet and thoughtful as he busily prepared the silver pot, adding powders and mixing the water. An enchantment script worked into the teapot heated the water in seconds. Wisps of steam curled from the spout. He carefully prepared the cups, adding a teaspoon of something brown into the bottom of each. He inspected each glass carefully, not even bothering to offer us a second glance. He was utterly focused on his preparations. Honestly, it felt like watching a priest undertake some sacred sacrament. Once he was finally satisfied with the cups, he added the piping-hot water.

      “It is perfect,” he said, offering both of us a cup, then taking one for himself. “Iyi ticaret,” he said, raising his cup, then taking a sip.

      “Iyi ticaret,” I offered in return, trying to honor his custom, before taking a sip of my own drink. The potency and flavor of the drink packed a brutal punch. It was like Western Brew, if Western Brew were hopped up on steroids and cut with something so sweet it was almost cloying.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Buffs Added

      

      

      Ankaran Kahverenghi: Restore 350 HP over 30 seconds. Increase Health Regen by 25%; duration, 30 minutes.

      Caffeinated: Base Intelligence increased by (5) points; duration, 30 minutes. Base Vitality increased by (3) points; duration, 30 minutes. Base Strength increased by (3) points; duration, 30 minutes.

      Clear-Headed: Dispel sleep, coercion, charm or any other mind-altering effects that may prevent you from entering into a free and fair bargain of your own accord; duration, 30 minutes.

      
        
        Ankaran Kahverenghi, powering the Merchant Empire for two thousand years.

        <<<>>>

      

      

      “You are not what I was expecting,” Osmark said, before taking a sip of his jet fuel.

      “You are not the first to say this,” Azhaar replied with a soft chuckle. “Most expect me to be as Ashur is. Flamboyant, perhaps. I will admit, the other Merchant Princes certainly are. But that is why they are Princes and I am King. It is drive. Hunger. I grew up poor on the outskirts of a dusty village called Sura. One of twelve children, born as the son of a farmer. And not a particularly successful farmer. At least until I turned his business around. I was the smallest of my brothers and sisters, the weakest. I was hungry and had to fight for every scrap of food. Every ounce of respect. That, it stays with you. That hunger breeds a fear that never quite goes away.

      “Besides, through my many years I have learned how little material goods matter. That is what put my feet on the path of the Merchant Prince in the first place. Those who are very rich, they amass so much wealth they could never spend it in a lifetime. Not in ten lifetimes. And do you know what I discovered about the truly wealthy?”

      “What’s that?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “They are no happier than the poorest of us. Better fed perhaps. With different challenges and different opportunities. But happiness?” He chuckled and shook his head. “In the end they are after the same things as the lowliest farmer. Power. Respect. Peace. Escape. Talent. Wisdom. Fewer regrets. Glorious purpose. A legacy to outlive them. Someone to love them. A good night’s rest. Children. Time.” He offered a sly smile. “A thousand more secret desires hidden away in the hearts of men. These are the true riches of life, not silk robes and carriages and chests full of gold.”

      I stole a sidelong look at Osmark. For the first time I could remember, there seemed to be a crack in his perfectly cultivated exterior. If I didn’t know any better, I would say the Merchant King was speaking to him in the same way that Graham Axearm had spoken to me.

      “As I grew richer and more powerful,” Azhaar continued, “I realized that my poor, farmer father knew the truth of this better than generals and lords and kings. He was the most content man I’d ever met. It was from him that I ultimately learned that items—weapons, armor, gold—they are but dust in the wind. You cannot take so much as a single copper to the grave with you. So, instead of bartering for such meaningless things, I learned to sell people what they really wanted, and it made me a king.”

      “I’m curious,” Osmark said, “if it’s not just about money, what do you get out of it?”

      Azhaar smiled, and the gesture creased his face.

      “Now you are asking the right questions,” he said. “To start, it is part of my class—how I advance. Unlike others, who gain experience predominately from killing creatures, I gain it from brokering deals. The bigger the deal, the more experience I siphon off. There are also the secondary benefits of the deals themselves. Desperate men are willing to trade away many valuable things for the desires of their heart. Accipiter typically live eighty years, yet I have lived for nearly twice that.

      “Time bartered away for power or fame or riches—as though there were anything more precious than time. I have gained the secrets of nations and powerful abilities normally restricted to other classes. The list could go on and on. But over and above them all, I gain Fate. The gods, they play their own game, you see. And they care nothing of Experience points, only for Faith, Fate, and Renown. The triple-braided cord that is the foundation of the cosmic game mechanic.”

      He paused, squinting at me and Osmark in turn as he twirled his mustache.

      “I must confess, I have never seen two souls with a stronger aura of Fate than the pair of you. With the power you hold, I could shape nations, move mountains, or rearrange the stars in the sky. It is an intoxicating feeling just to be near you. In the right hands, Fate such as yours can even be forged into items that change the world. That key around your neck, for example. It reeks of the Overminds, as do you both. Such items as that cannot be created merely with metal and magic. They are imbued and empowered by the greatest of sacrifices.”

      “Why tell us all that?” I asked. “To be honest, it sounds like the people that make deals with you usually regret it. Doesn’t exactly instill me with trust.”

      This time, Azhaar’s smile was slick and predatory. “I find it is just the opposite. People have heard the stories of me and are always expecting a hidden barb. I show you where the barb is so there are no surprises. And I can be honest because I am the only game in town, as the gambling parlors are wont to say. I am the only one who can give you what you want, so I can set the price. The real question now is why you have sought me out and how desperate you are.

      “I could give you power,” he continued. “Five Proficiency Points, say, in exchange for five years of your life. I could grant you a new skill—any skill—in exchange for your most cherished memory.” He set his cup down and raised both hands. In one he conjured a fireball while in the other he called forth a ball of ice. “I am neither a Frostlock nor a Firebrand, but I have skills from both—bargained away. But no, you have power to spare, I can sense this.” He tapped at the side of his nose. “Perhaps your wife is barren? This is a thing I can fix.” He paused as though reading something in my face. “No, not barren. Gone.” He hunched forward confidentially. “It is no easy thing to grant life, but for the right price, it is possible I could bring back even the dead…”

      My stomach lurched, and my heart hammered away. The porcelain cup trembled in my hand.

      “You can bring back the dead?” I asked, unable to suppress the tremble in my voice.

      “For the right price,” he replied with a nod.

      Osmark grabbed my forearm and leaned in close. “Make sure you know what you’re doing,” he hissed. “Some things, once done, can’t be undone. Sometimes there’s a key to fix the past, but usually there are only regrets. Make sure this isn’t something you’ll regret.”

      I shook his hand free from my arm. “I appreciate the concern, but if there’s any price I can pay that won’t doom the world, I have to take it.” I turned to face Azhaar. “I can’t give you the key or its power, but name any other price.”

      “Good. Good.” Azhaar scooted forward and took one of my hands in his own.

      Surprisingly calloused fingers traced over the lines of my palm while the merchant’s golden eyes peered deeper into me. As though he could see through me. His eyes widened in surprise. “Amanik Tanream! Amanik Wahallah'im! The things you have seen... The power you wield… You are most favored by the gods, and yet there are blind spots even I am unable to see through. I can do what you ask, but the price is terribly steep.”

      “Anything,” I said breathlessly.

      He grunted. “First, you must agree to do me a favor. Though I sense you are new to our city, I’m sure you’ve seen the army camped along the outer banks of the lake. We are preparing to do battle against the Scourge. A war to end all wars, and for once it is beyond even my powers to solve.” He paused and tapped thoughtfully at his chin. “Though perhaps not beyond yours. This, you see, is a war between gods. Cernunnos, the Horned God of Monsters, has a grievance against the children of Alferra. He is personally leading an army of abominations and horrors against my city.

      “Our kinsmen have assembled, and Aediculus, the Grand Architect himself, has promised to lead our forces into battle. The aerial defense czars are sure of our victory, but I know better. When titans clash, no matter who wins, my city will lose. Tens of thousands will perish. Perhaps more. What good is power if you can’t use it to save that which is most important to you, hmm? In this case, it is Ankara. I can’t do anything to stop this mess, but I think you can. It is too much to ask you for victory—all I can ask is that you will try. Try to broker some sort of compact between the gods.”

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: Clash of Titans

      

      

      Azhaar el-Yasin, the Merchant King, has informed you that war is coming to Ankara, and not just any war—a battle between angry gods. Cernunnos, Overmind of the wild places, has a bone to pick with the children of Alferra. But Aediculus, the Grand Architect and god of the sweeping cityscapes, will not sit idly by and let the work of his hands be undone. Azhaar believes that no matter who wins the day, he and his people will suffer greatly. When the immortal set their feet on the path of war, it is always the mortal who foot the bill. Find a way to broker a peace treaty between the warring deities to earn the Sigil Stone of Temperance and Humility.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Impossible

      Success: Broker a peace accord between Cernunnos and Aediculus.

      Failure: Refuse Azhaar’s request entirely or die in the process. Allow more than 50% of Ankara to be destroyed.

      Reward: Sigil Stone of Temperance and Humility; 100,000 XP.

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I already knew I would say yes—this was my chance to get the sigil stone and Abby—but I read over the quest slowly. When the immortal set their feet on the path of war, it is always the mortal who foot the bill. After spending time in the Halls of the Dead, those words stung more than they should have. Sure, the quest was about Cernunnos and Aediculus, but it might as well have been about me and Osmark—Immortal Travelers and Champions of the Gods. I couldn’t help but think of Olivia Sonnebeld, the Wode woman who lost her husband and son to our civil war, only to get cut down in a hail of bullets outside of Ravenkirk.

      And the sentiment was just as true of our war against Thanatos. When titans warred, Citizens suffered.

      This was an instance, and what we did here didn’t really matter—but that didn’t make it any easier. If I had a chance to fix things, to save people, I was going to take it no matter what the reward was. The Quest Difficulty level gave me a moment of pause. I’d seen all levels of difficult, including Infernal and even Death’s-Head, but I’d never seen an Impossible difficulty rating. Not once, even after undertaking some of the most challenging and epic quest lines V.G.O. had to offer.

      Ultimately, that didn’t matter either. I was going to try.

      When I selected Yes, I could see visible relief wash across Azhaar’s face.

      “Excellent. And now for the second price. This love of yours, Abby Hollander, she is not beyond the veil, but to bring her back, I must evocate the law of equivalent exchange. Life is not free, and it is not cheap. You cannot rob the grave without giving death its due.” He leaned in close and whispered the price into my ear…

      “Is that all?” I replied with a thin smile as he leaned back. “I’d pay that a thousand times over. Do it.” I felt something click inside me, a key opening a lock I hadn’t even been aware of. But this wasn’t the work of the Reality Editor, this was something else entirely. This was something breaking inside of me. My soul, maybe. But I didn’t care.

      “As you desire…” Azhaar said softly.

      Then the pain hit me in the stomach like a sledgehammer.
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      The agony started in my stomach but spread quickly, traveling along my nerve endings like wildfire, and it felt an awful lot like wildfire as well. My insides burned and my bones throbbed in time with the frantic beating of my heart. Beads of sweat rolled down my face and chest and back, and curling horns of pain radiated through my skull. Darkness crept in on the edges of my vision until only a thin sliver of the room remained; Azhaar’s face floated large above me like the moon in a cloudless sky.

      I’d died plenty of times since coming to V.G.O., and the experience was never pleasant, but I’d only ever felt like this once before: three days after booting up V.G.O. and logging into the game. The permanent transition from physical person to digital avatar required dying—your IRL body slowly shutting down and going into cardiac arrest after a prolonged period of organ failure and sepsis. It wasn’t a pretty thing, and even locked inside the game, you could feel every cell crying out as your body withered around you, eventually giving up the ghost.

      This was like that all over again. This was death.

      “What the hell did you do to him?” Osmark barked, though he sounded far away, like listening to someone yell from the end of a long hallway.

      “Nothing he didn’t agree to,” Azhaar replied calmly. “Do not fret, he will survive the process. This transition, it won’t be pleasant, but it shouldn’t kill him—after all, he still has to save my city. Now give him space. I can feel the veil fracturing. She is close now.”

      My back arched and a renewed wave of agony swept through me, making it hard to see or hear or think. It felt like someone had flayed the skin from my body and dipped me into a vat of lemon juice. But even elbow deep in the pain, I knew it would be worth it in the end. The fire running through my body seemed to retract—not dissipating, but rather concentrating into a single point. It moved from my fingers and toes, arms and legs, directly into the center of my chest.

      The swell of white-hot energy grew and compressed inward until it burned like the sun and then, when I thought the heat would scorch me from the fabric of the world, the ball exploded outward, taking the pain with it. I cracked my eyes and saw a fist-sized orb of opalescent light spinning a foot above me, connected to my chest by a thin tether of light. I wasn’t sure if we had souls anymore, but if we did, that’s what I imagined it would look like. The light morphed and grew, baby-sized limbs jutting out, followed by the rough approximation of a head.

      The crude humanoid form grew quickly, and as it did, my Spirit gauge plunged, followed by my Stamina and Health bar. As I became less and less and less, the being of light became more and more and more, resolving into a perfect version of Abby. She was just the way I remembered seeing her splayed out on the platform in the Halls of the Dead. She floated above me, facedown so I could stare at her. Osmark forced my mouth open and fed me a Health Regen potion.

      “Hang on, Jack!” he urged me. “So close. Just a little longer.”

      I knew what he was saying was important, but everything was so fuzzy.

      My brain was running at half speed, and every thought felt like it was crawling through a swamp of molasses. Besides, it was hard to care about anything other than Abby. I lay there, staring into her vacant face, saying a silent prayer that this time would be different. I envisioned myself dropping onto a knee and holding out the engagement ring—saw her radiant smile as she accepted. I pictured us holding hands, watching from the balcony as the kids we’d have one day squealed and played below. I envisioned everything we could have, and I willed her to live.

      Her eyes shot open, wide and confused.

      “Jack?” she whispered, still floating above me. “Where are we? What… what happened?”

      I wanted to answer her, but no words would come.

      All I could do was offer her a bleary smile, then the black stole everything away. That was okay. The last thing I’d seen was her face. She was alive, and nothing else mattered.

      I thought for a while that I was dead.

      The world floated by as though my body were being whisked away—maybe by Graham Axearm, bound for Thanatos’ table or even the Halls of the Dead. But then I realized it was just Osmark, hauling me from the Merchant King’s penthouse suite, effortlessly cradling me in his arms like a tired toddler.

      I faded in and out of consciousness over the next couple of hours.

      Or maybe it was longer. Hard to say.

      It all passed in a blur of pain and hazy images. Osmark hunched over me, inspecting my pupils, force-feeding me more potions and shaking my shoulders. I vaguely remembered riding down the elevator and having the Cord of Good Conduct removed. I caught a glimpse of Cutter and Jeff grilling Osmark about what had happened while we left the Tradewinds behind. The only thing I cared about was that Abby held my hand the whole while. Her palm in mine, reassuring me that everything would be okay.

      When I finally fully came to my senses, I was in a dark room, laid out on a pallet, covered with down blankets, and propped up on several pillows. An evening breeze whistled softly through an arched window to my left. There was a small hearth with a banked fire, the red-gray coals heating the room against the chilly bite of the evening air. I groaned and pushed myself up onto my palms, blinking to get my eyes acclimated to the gloomy lighting conditions.

      “About time,” came a familiar and welcome voice from the corner of the room.

      Abby was sitting on a stool, staring at me with a sad smile tattooed across her face.

      “You had me worried for a while. I was already trying to figure out how to go into the Halls of the Dead to get you back.” She slipped from the chair, lay down beside me, and snuggled into my side, resting her head on my chest. There was no better feeling in the world. I wanted to turn and kiss her, but there was a certain magic in just being together, her skin touching mine. Despite everything that had happened, it felt wonderfully, wholesomely normal.

      Everything had changed, but right then it felt like nothing had changed at all.

      “I wouldn’t recommend trying the Halls of the Dead route,” I mumbled, tracing my fingers over her shoulders. “Believe it or not, but having my soul siphoned out through a magical bendy straw was actually less traumatic than paying a visit to the Halls of the Dead. Zero out of ten stars, would not recommend.”

      She turned her head and smiled up at me. “Well, at least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” She strained forward and pecked me on the lips. “I can’t believe you came for me, Jack,” she said after a moment, and I could tell she was fighting to hold back tears. “I mean, I always knew you would, but saying it and doing it are two very different things.” She paused and propped herself up on one elbow.

      “But Jack. The cost… The others, they don’t know what you paid, but I do.” She reached up and touched her chest. “I can feel it in here. When Azhaar called me back… It was like I was inside his head. And inside yours. You gave up immortality for me. You’re… you’re a Citizen now. There aren’t the words to tell you how grateful I am, but—”

      “Hey,” I said, cutting her off. “Stop right there. You didn’t make me do anything. I knew what I was getting into. I’ve learned a few things since I lost you back in Skálaholt.” My mind wandered back to Graham Axearm and my brief time wandering among the gray towers filled with the dead. “I’d rather be mortal with you than immortal without you.” I leaned in and kissed her.

      “I’m a Citizen, too,” she said, pulling back and holding me at arm’s length.

      “I know,” I replied. “Azhaar told me he couldn’t bring you back the way you were before. His magic wasn’t powerful enough for that. We had to split the difference.”

      “I’m not blaming you,” she said, “just thinking out loud. I don’t feel any different than I did before—I don’t feel any less, if that makes sense—but I know I am. Any weapon could kill us. One wrong move and we could be dead and gone. It’s terrifying. I guess I never realized how much the respawn mechanic changed the way I thought about things. Like sure, death hurt, but it wasn’t permanent. Now though?” She grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t know how Amara and Otto do it. To go on the kind of missions we go on, and take the risks we do, knowing that one wrong crit could be the end.”

      “Maybe that’s part of the problem,” I said. “For Travelers, there aren’t really any consequences. You might die, you might lose experience or gear, or fail a quest, but that’s not the same thing as actually dying. It’s already changed my perspective a little. Not saying I agree with how Thanatos is trying to fix things, but I am also not saying that the Travelers aren’t a problem.”

      As I finished the thought, my stomach let out a groan loud enough to make Abby recoil.

      “Oh my God, was that your stomach?” she asked, looking more than a little shocked.

      I grinned sheepishly at her. “I don’t know what Azhaar did to me, but I feel like I could eat a literal horse.” A quick glance at my current effects revealed I’d been hit with a Level 5 Hungry debuff. I didn’t even realize the scale went to five. At Level 5, Hungry triggered an added effect called Malnourished that had a host of additional negative side effects. My carry capacity was down by two hundred pounds, my Health and Stamina Regeneration were reduced by 75%, and Stealth was 50% more difficult.

      Apparently, the Overminds had a very negative view of crash dieting.

      “Come on,” Abby said, patting my belly. “Let’s go get you something to eat. Besides, everyone’s been worried sick.” She crawled from the tangle of blankets and helped me from the pallet.

      “Okay. But… can we keep this between us?” I asked as I struggled to get dressed. “Us being Citizens, I mean. We’ll have to tell everyone about what happened eventually, but I’m not sure now is the right time or place. It’s been a hard couple of days, and we really need a win.”

      “Yeah, of course,” she said.

      My legs were weak and unsteady beneath me, but thankfully Abby was there to lend a helping hand. She slipped an arm around me and guided me from my room, down a set of stairs, and into an open-air atrium. Giant ceramic pots were stationed around the courtyard, all filled with greenery and brilliant blooms of wildflowers. Above us, the sky was clear and filled with winking stars.

      I’d never been happier to see them.
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      The atrium was cleared except for our party.

      They all sat around a small fire in the middle of the courtyard, their faces dour and serious. A few were nibbling on spits of roast meat while others—like Cutter—were nursing flagons of ale. The mood changed the second we stepped into the breezy evening air.

      “Bloody hells!” Cutter sprang up from his seat, a wide grin exploding across his face. “You’re not dead. You owe me ten gold marks, Jeff!”

      “I’ve never been so glad to lose a bet,” the Morta Knight said, flicking a small leather purse through the air to the thief.

      “You were betting on whether I would survive or not?” I asked incredulously.

      “Hey, we needed something to do while we waited to see which way it would go,” Cutter said, “but I’d like to point out that I bet on you pulling through.”

      “It was nothing personal, Jack,” the Morta Knight said with a shrug. “I’m just a pessimist by nature. For what it’s worth, I was rooting for you. I just didn’t think you’d make it. I’ve seen actual corpses that I thought had a better chance of making it.”

      I grinned at him. “Guess it’s like Cutter always says, I’m too damned pretty for the gods to kill—though I’ll admit, this was a close one.”

      The tension and fear and worry melted away, grim faces replaced with broad smiles and gruff laughing. Even Otto seemed happy, and he was usually as expressive as a boulder. Cutter ordered a fresh round of drinks for everyone, while Amara took it upon herself to get the food flowing. In next to no time, the inn’s staff had erected a banquet table for our use and loaded it down with a bounty of delicious offerings. Spicy Ankaran stew. Thick slabs of charbroiled lizard. Chunks of seared lamb served on fluffy pita bread. A massive assortment of curries, dipping sauces, and side dishes.

      And that wasn’t even accounting for the cakes, sugary pastries, and powdered chocolates—an Ankaran specialty.

      For the first time in as long as I could remember, everything felt right with the world. We joked and drank a bit too much, indulged until no one could eat another bite. Abby was with me, her smile radiant—though something sad lurked just behind her eyes. Knowledge. The world had shifted, at least for us. But now wasn’t the time or place to talk about that. Tonight was a night to celebrate and revel in the fact that we were somehow alive. Victories had been sparse and hard-won over the past few months, and it was nice to remember why we were doing this.

      Unfortunately, the magic couldn’t last.

      It never does.

      As the night wound down and the fire started to burn low, our talk turned from memories of the past to the threats lying just around the corner in the future. Since the Clash of Titans quest had been part of my bargain with Azhaar, I was the only one who’d received it. Which meant no one else knew why we were here, what we were supposed to be doing, or that there was a looming war between two powerhouse Overminds lurking on the horizon. The quest wasn’t restricted, though, so I was able to share it with them, along with everything I’d learned from the Merchant King, which admittedly wasn’t much.

      Cernunnos and Aediculus had a grudge to settle, and Ankara was the ring they were going to square off in.

      “Bugger me sideways,” Cutter said as he finished reading over the quest prompt. “It’s the bloody Compact.” He looked deeply uncertain as he ran a hand through his hair. “That bastard Thanatos sent us back to the War of Sands. I always assumed it was just an old wives’ tale.”

      “Perhaps among the Wodes it is considered so,” Amara said, “but not among the Dokkalfar. For my people it is part of the sacred history.”

      “I’m sorry,” Abby said, holding up her hands. “Maybe this is one of the things I missed out on while I was…” She faltered. “Gone,” she finished instead of saying dead. “But I have no idea what any of you are talking about. I’ve never heard of the War of Sands or the Compact. Is that something I should already know about?”

      I shook my head. “This is the first time I’ve heard about it, too.”

      “No surprise there,” Cutter said. “You’re Travelers.”

      I saw Abby flinch out of the corner of my eye. Cutter’s words stung, though he couldn’t know that.

      “You didn’t grow up here,” Cutter continued unfazed, “but there’s not a lad or lass in Eldgard that doesn’t know about the Compact. Most people don’t ever talk about it though, because no adult with an ounce of common sense takes it seriously. Hells, every bloody version of the story I’ve ever heard is different, and there’s not two priests in the whole of Eldgard that can have a chat about it without coming to blows. My lips to the ear of Gaia, I once saw a Priest of the White Forge punch out a tottering old acolyte of Sophia for suggesting that the Wodes were created after the Compact.”

      “I love you with all my heart,” Amara said, patting his knee, “but you are a fool to think such things are the stuff of fairy tales.”

      “She’s right,” Otto said from across the fire. “If the Compact is not true, then why do the monsters avoid the cities, huh? There’s a good reason why they are bound to the dungeons and wild places and never allowed to venture into the lands of men.”

      “Bloody hell. Not you, too. It’s a myth.”

      Amara tsked at him in disapproval. “The Bata Vordite is not a myth,” she said. “It is the story of our world.”

      “The Bata Vordite?” I asked.

      “It is from the old tongue, from before the age of men,” Amara said. “It means the Dream of Gods. It is the history of our beginnings. A true recording of our creation. Every child of the Ak-Hani must be able to recite it by their eighth naming day, so it is not something easily forgotten.”

      She paused and cleared her throat.

      “In the beginning there was nothing but the library.” Her voice was oddly flat, speaking words pounded into her head by a thousand repetitions. “And the library was full of words. And the words called Gaia, and she hated the emptiness. So Gaia wrapped herself in skins of Earth and Sea and Sky, and hid inside her the dream of trees, and all things within and without were jumbled and strange, and very beautiful.

      “In her joy, Gaia made the Alferra, but the Alferra wept because they did not understand. For who could comprehend the void of the world? So Gaia called Kronos, who was full of reason, and Kronos ordered the Earth, Sea, and Sky. The stars for guidance, the sun for the grass, and the moon to pull the tides. Kronos divided the Alferra between light and dark, levity and depth. And Gaia delighted in the wild Accipiter, to whom she gave her wit and luck. And Kronos loved the Hvitalfar most of all, to whom he gave more time.

      “But the deep dark was loved by none, and Gaia wept for them,” Amara continued, eyes distant. As though she could see the story unfolding before her. “And so it is said that a tree grew from Gaia’s tears, a mighty oak strong and twisted. Birds nested in its branches, beasts foraged in its shadow, fish swam in pools of water at its roots, and from its dreams came monsters. And the tree was called Cernunnos. And where Cernunnos’ roots burrowed into Eldgard’s heart, they became the great ore veins of the Svartalfar, the black Spires of the Risi, and the great Marshes of the Dokkalfar. The offspring of the murk rejoiced in the shadow and the hunt, and Gaia dried her eyes.

      “But the monsters tested the children of the Alferra and found them wanting, and none would have remained had not Gaia brought forth another son. And Aediculus whispered secrets into the ears of the children of Alferra—dreams of cities in the sky and weapons of frightful strength. So they built walls of stone, towers of glass, and blades of steel, and they cut down the trees, and Cernunnos was wroth. And there was a bitter war in western Eldgard between Aediculus and Cernunnos.”

      Visions of steam-powered wagons and hulking steel golems flashed through my head, and I couldn’t help but think about the war camp sprawled along the outer wall of the city.

      “The blood of the Alferra choked the ground until Gaia could bear it no more,” Amara said, her voice little more than a whisper, “and she swallowed both the forests and the cities in ever-shifting sands, and only the Accipiter remained to roost in the glass towers of the west. Seeing the devastation, Cernunnos made peace with his brother and breathed life into the Brand-Forged as a sign of friendship. And Aediculus made peace with his brother and gave him the rats in the sewers and the vermin in our sheets. And so the Great Compact was formed, men given to the cities and creatures to the dungeons of the deep places.

      “Weakened by the war between her offspring, Gaia cried out and brought forth twin daughters to aid the work of her hands. One was dark with a bright heart, and her name was Sophia, and she carried her mother’s sadness. The other was fair, with heart and hair as black as night. Her name was Enyo, and she carried her mother’s rage. And Enyo strove with Cernunnos with tooth and claw, as was just, and Cernunnos loved her, and they made their bed beneath the ground. In strife, the Thar and the Wode were born, two peoples bound for tragedy.

      “Disorder prevailed, and war abounded. The land was without justice, void of balance. In her despair Sophia reached through the storms, across the endless sea to a land of laws and unknown gods, and she called to them, and so the Empire came to Eldgard, but Sophia was broken by the journey. So Gaia gave of herself one more time and brought forth Thanatos, her youngest son, to bar the way so none of her children would be hurt again. He would stand guard over all creation and walk the lonely halls of the lost library. And Gaia rested.”

      Finally, Amara fell silent, but no one spoke.

      I’d hung on every word. Just when I thought I’d gotten a handle on this world, there was some new thing that showed me exactly how little I really knew about Eldgard and its people. I couldn’t get my head around the idea that they had a whole creation myth to explain their own existence. Even more impressive was how accurate the story was. Sure, it was dressed up in theological language, but the events Amara had just described were remarkably similar to the timeline Osmark had shared with me back in Stone Reach.

      Gaia version 6.4 was the first working iteration of the Overminds, and from her came Kronos, Cernunnos, and Aediculus—all spawned to help process data more efficiently. Then came Sophia and Enyo to help fulfill primary, secondary, and ancillary functions. According to Osmark, that was around the same time he and the devs had started to introduce specific game and class mechanics. There was no way to know for sure, but maybe Gaia had created Sophia and Enyo specifically to incorporate the new material into the base world she’d already constructed.

      Then, last of all, came Thanatos as a way to audit the system.

      It lined up perfectly.

      Someday, when all this was finally over, I was going to have a long sit-down with Osmark and drag every answer out of him I could. Right now, though, we had other things to worry about. Like finding the sigil stone.

      “Okay, so the Compact was a peace treaty between men and monsters,” Cutter said.

      “A treaty forged in blood,” Amara said. “The Compact was only signed after the greatest, deadliest battle ever fought in the memory of the Children of Alferra. Not merely a war between nations, but between gods. A war that threatened to break the world.”

      “And according to this quest,” Cutter said, “not only did Thanatos drop us right into the middle of the greatest war in history, he wants you to try and broker the Compact. It’s bloody mad. No one could do that. It took a literal act of divinity last time, and even Gaia couldn’t do it without leveling a quarter of the continent.”

      I briefly recalled the Impossible Difficulty rating. Maybe Cutter was right…

      “We aren’t going to get any new answers tonight,” I said, staring at the dancing flames. There was a solution. Had to be. Thanatos wouldn’t give us a truly impossible task. We just needed to survive long enough to figure out the answer. I stood and offered Abby my hand. “Let’s get some sleep and tackle it in the morning. There’s got to be some leads we haven’t looked into yet.” I stifled a yawn with my fist. “We’ll check out the war camp. Maybe they know something that will help…”

      I doubted it, but kept that opinion to myself. We’d find a solution, one way or another. We always did.
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      The thunder of war horns startled me awake from a dreamless sleep. I shot up on my pallet and quickly reached for Abby’s slumbering form. A wave of relief washed over me when I felt her beside me, her chest rising and falling as she snored quietly. For a second, I thought I’d imagined the sound, but then the horns came again, louder and more insistent this time. These woke Abby and she sat up with a groan, blinking slowly as she came awake. I quickly pulled up my interface and checked the time, 4:13 AM, then scanned for any updates.

      There weren’t any quest updates, but the fact that there were war horns blaring at four in the morning probably wasn’t a good sign.

      “What in the hell was that?” Abby asked, suppressing a yawn behind one hand.

      “I think Cernunnos showed up earlier than anticipated. Come on.” I hopped out of bed and swapped the Accipiter robe Osmark had lent me for my combat gear. The time for stealth and blending in was over. If there was an Overmind present—or even the shadow of an Overmind—I’d need every advantage. Abby dressed quickly beside me, and I was thrilled to see that she’d been resurrected with all her gear and inventory intact. That had been a major concern, but Azhaar had upheld his end of the bargain.

      Now it was time for me to uphold the rest of my end. I needed to save Ankara from ruination.

      I strapped my warhammer in place, pulled the door open, and headed out into the hall. Amara, Osmark, and Otto were already out in the hallway, gear in place, weapons in hand. Jeff’s door crept open a second later and the bleary-eyed Morta Knight stepped out, still looking half asleep.

      “Goddamned Cernunnos. You’d think he’d be courteous enough to wait until morning.”

      “He is a creature of the dark and night,” Amara said. “This is when his force will be strongest and ours weakest.”

      “Clearly they haven’t heard of sarcasm down in the Storme Marshes.” Jeff paused, searching the faces present. “Where’s your hubby at?”

      “I’m here.” Cutter stumbled into the hall. He looked even worse than Jeff did.

      “You look like you just went to sleep,” Jeff noted.

      “You’re not far off the bloody mark,” the thief grumbled while checking the various blades secreted all over his body. Daggers in the boots, stowed away in his bracers, strapped along the outside of his arms, at his thighs, and along the small of his back. “I was having a hard time falling asleep, so I found a game of dice to indulge in.” He fished out a thick bag of coins. “Made out like a bloody bandit, but I may have stayed up a tad later than I intended.”

      “He came to bed less than an hour ago,” Amara said with a disapproving sniff.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Cutter said, disappearing his winnings. “I fight better than Jeff and Otto combined, even exhausted and half drunk. Hells, I’m even quicker on my feet with a little mead flowing through my veins. Now if you’re done haranguing me for having a bit of fun, what say we go kick some Overmind arse, eh?”

      We beelined for the roof, climbing up another two flights of stairs—passing by a variety of other sleepy looking guests who were poking their heads out into the hallway at all the commotion. Like so many other buildings in Ankara, the rooftop of our inn was flat, and in the center was an opening that looked down into the courtyard we’d celebrated in just a few hours before. Off to the east, fires dotted the night and plumes of thick white smoke trailed up like skeletal fingers.

      Even with my superior eyesight and Night Eye ability, it was impossible to determine what we were up against. The jagged Ankaran skyline, filled with its sweeping towers and crystalline bridges, blocked a clear view of the walls and what lay beyond. But the horns sounded again from the direction of the war camp, positioned along the outer banks of Lake Sifer. What we needed was a better vantage, and there was an easy way to get that, especially now that Abby had rejoined us.

      Power rushed out of my body as Devil ripped through the veil and stepped out onto the rooftop in a cloud of inky smoke. He lashed his tail in eager anticipation, and he looked quite pleased with himself, though I wasn’t sure why. But there was definitely something different about him. A subtle energy radiated from him that I’d never felt before, and he looked bigger than the last time I’d see him.

      Abby and Osmark followed suit, summoning their own aerial mounts.

      Abby pulled out what looked like a baseball-sized ruby filled with pulsing flame. With a murmured prayer, she tossed it straight up, where it hung, suspended in the air. A flash of blinding golden light rippled out from the stone, lighting up the dusty street below, which was slowly filling up with bystanders. The blaze lasted for seconds at most, and when it finally subsided, an ultra-rare Golden Hoardling Drake loomed before us. Valkyrie was a female, just a hair smaller than Devil, with golden-red scales, an arching serpentine neck, and brilliant crimson wings.

      Meanwhile, Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon appeared from a cloud of hissing white steam. It was a powerful beast of forged metal, twirling cogs, and brass rivets. It flew on wings built from a combination of steel and thick fabric, and relied on the exhaust ports lining its belly to leave the ground behind. Mounted Gatling guns and rocket launchers made it deadly at range, and ferocious claws and a mouth built for shredding meat made it just as deadly up close. I’d tangled with the clockwork creature in the skies over Ravenkirk, so I knew how dangerous it was from personal experience. Osmark vaulted up into a cockpit filled with an odd collection of gear shifts, pedals, gauges, crank wheels, and a bizarre joystick.

      “Cutter, you’re with me,” I said, climbing into the custom saddle on Devil’s back. “Amara, you ride with Abby.”

      “I guess that leaves you with me, Rob,” Jeff said.

      “Only if you promise not to stab me in the back,” Osmark replied, even as he offered the Morta Knight a hand.

      “That’s almost funny coming from you,” Jeff replied with an eye roll. “Pretty sure you came out of the womb with a knife in hand.”

      “Math has never been my strongest suit,” Otto grunted, “but what am I supposed to do?”

      “Don’t worry, big guy,” Abby replied with a sly smile. “I’ve got you covered.”

      Ready to do this? I sent to Devil, idly running a hand along his neck.

      A dragon is always ready. He broke right and dove from the top of the roof, wings snapping open as we caught a warm draft. What do we face this time? Something worthy of our skill, I trust.

      I just hope we’re up to the challenge, I sent, because we’re about to take on a god. Two of them.

      From this vantage I could finally see the army that had come to wage war against Ankara.

      Monsters.

      Tens of thousands of them.

      Packs of wolfmen. A seething swarm of Spiderkin. Colonies of Plague Rats. Spike-studded Rippers bearing inhuman riders upon their backs. A dozen different types of Golems, just as many species of Shamblers, elemental Slimes, and hulking Plague Bringers, covered in their young. Drakes—Rock Drakes, Shadow Drakes, Fire Drakes, Frost Drakes—Horrorsouls, Zombified Garuda, and a host of other winged monstrosities choked the sky like vultures circling a corpse.

      The army of monsters stretched across the dusty plains for miles in either direction, and at its head stood a creature of legend.

      A colossus, easily a hundred feet tall.

      His body was made of rocks and bark and bone, all bound together with withering vines and colorful night blossoms. In place of traditional armor, he wore literal boulders; rocks jutted up from his shoulders and arms like crude pauldrons and bracers. His face was a bleached ram’s skull as large as a house and carpeted in creeping ivy that sprouted from the eye sockets and nose holes. Enormous elk antlers protruded outward from his temples, curling up toward the sky; a beard of rich moss dangled from the skeletal chin.

      Cernunnos, in all his awesome, terrible glory. Blazing across his head was the sigil mark of Humility, though he looked anything but humble from here.

      Opposite the elder god of monsters and wild things were the children of Alferra.

      Risi, Dokkalfar, Svartalfar, and Hvitalfar were arrayed in neat ranks and complicated military formations. Artificer and combat engineers had built out earthen bulwarks, reinforced with crystal spikes to keep the monsters from gaining the lake or launching a direct assault against Ankara. Siege towers, ballistae, catapults, steam-powered war engines, and hulking Iron Goliaths dotted the ranks, waiting for the word to attack. Accipiter swooped and circled high above, accompanied by floating airships equipped with a wide array of armaments.

      Waiting just outside the defensive berm was Cernunnos’ equal.

      Aediculus stood head and shoulders above the mighty walls of Ankara. Where Cernunnos had clothed himself in a form ripped straight from the earth, the Grand Architect was an unnatural creature of innovation: a mixture of magic and science that looked like a more elegant version of Osmark’s Iron Goliath. A hulking brass golem a hundred feet tall, he was clad in slabs of metal, enormous rivets, pumping pistons, and exhaust vents that unleashed constant gouts of white steam. His eyes burned azure below a gold-crested helm, and emblazoned on his forehead was the sigil for Temperance.

      We’d found two halves of one stone, and now we needed to unite them. We needed to find a way to make peace between two forces of nature hell-bent on destroying one another. The task seemed impossible on the outset, just like the task we were hoping to accomplish within the Archives: defeating Thanatos and somehow fixing the hoard of problems littering this world. But I reminded myself that these two had eventually formed a compact. According to the legend Amara had recited, it took an act of Gaia to bring an end to their war, but that still meant it was possible.

      And sure, maybe I didn’t have the full power of an Overmind, but being a Champion certainly had its perks.

      I have never killed a god before, Devil sent. I’m glad I’ll finally have a chance to rectify that. He opened his maw and roared, jettisoning a column of flame.

      The war horns blared as though in response to Devil’s challenge.

      Siege weapons fired.

      Ballista bolts lurched forward.

      Burning, pitch-covered boulders sling-shotted over the berms and landed among the assembled mobs. Monsters shrieked as the fires spread through their ranks.

      Cernunnos raised a colossal hand and his forces surged forward, flowing around the wild titan’s enormous feet. They scrambled up the berms on claw-studded limbs; Dokkalfar archers and Risi pikemen fought to keep them from overtaking the defenses, but the monsters were too numerous.

      The spiderkin swarmed the fortified positions, webbing up the defenders, while other horrors piled onto the pikemen, crushing them beneath fur and scales and pebbled skin. Hvitalfar mages and priests unleashed buffs and spells, but they did woefully little against the pure savagery of Cernunnos’ forces. The monsters had no regard for life and no fear of death. They were all too willing to sacrifice themselves if it meant their army gained even an inch of ground.

      A vanguard composed largely of wolfmen and undead spellcasters pushed to the fore while taking shelter behind heavily armored [Chaos Abominations], which looked like the bastard children of war elephants and M1A1 tanks.

      Cernunnos’ forces were attempting to breach the berms, which would render Aediculus’ siege weapons largely ineffective.

      Iron Goliaths responded, meeting the Chaos Abominations head-on with steam-powered blunderbusses, buzz saws, and exploding grenades. The armored elephants hardly even noticed. Bullets pinged harmlessly off the rocky plates covering their bodies, and the buzz saws didn’t fare any better. A handful of Risi charged in, slipping beneath the enormous creatures in an attempt to slice up vulnerable bellies. Except the Chaos Abominations didn’t have vulnerable bellies after all, and the Risi were trampled beneath uncaring feet as a result.

      Grassland Rippers—the spiked war giraffes the Dokkalfar from my time were so fond of—joined the fray, using their blocky heads like wrecking balls. Powerful [Corrupted Battle Priests] rode the Rippers like warhorses and cast deadly spells at anything that tried to slow down the rampaging hell giraffes.

      Overhead, the children of Alferra were having a little better luck—not a total shock, considering how many Accipiter they had filling out their ranks. Aerial gunships swept forward, powered by immense engines. Their Gatling guns effortlessly shredded through monster wings, and their powerful cannons wreaked havoc on the more heavily armored aerial elements of Cernunnos’ army. The ships were also equipped with murder holes; crew members rained down bombs and hot oil on the monsters below. Elite Accipiter scouts protected the ships, using a combination of air-based magic and ranged weaponry to keep encroaching fliers at bay.

      I glanced back and saw Valkyrie trailing just behind us. Abby sat in the saddle, Amara behind her with her bow drawn, while Otto dangled from the red Drake’s front claws. The Risi looked simultaneously mortified and determined. Bringing up the rear was Osmark and Jeff in the Clockwork Dragon. Though Osmark’s mount was powerful and built to take a merciless beating, it was the slowest of the three.

      I raised a hand and blasted off an Umbra Bolt to get Abby’s attention, while angling Devil toward a gunship actively under siege. Green-skinned Goblins riding an Zombified Garuda assailed the vessel with arrows, javelins, and shamanistic magic. The crew—mostly Accipiter and Dokkalfar—had already taken severe casualties and the ship wouldn’t last much longer without some reinforcements. It was a match made in heaven, since the crew needed help, and I needed somewhere to offload Cutter.

      Devil wasn’t nearly as agile with two riders in the saddle, and if I could get Cutter on an airship, he’d be able to lend us a hand with the battle to come. The thief had his own airship, the Hellreaver, and was better behind the wheel than any captain I’d ever seen.

      I opened the officer comms and patched in Abby, Cutter, Otto, and Amara. “We need to take that gunship,” I yelled. “Then we can figure out what to do about Cernunnos and Aediculus.”

      “Good plan,” Abby sent. “I swear to God Valkyrie is slower than a two-speed riding lawn mower with all this extra weight. Hate to break it to you, Otto, but I think you might need to go on a diet when we’re finished saving the world. I think Arcona’s been feeding you a little too much in Glome Corrie.”

      “It’s all muscle and metal,” Otto grunted back. “Besides, even if Arcona has been overfeeding me, a little extra padding isn’t a bad trait in a tank. Now drop me onto that blasted airship and allow me to demonstrate how little those extra meals have slowed me down.”

      “Good luck down there, big guy!” Abby called as Valkyrie released the Battle Warden from her clutches and sent him cannonballing toward the gunship. Otto hit the deck with a thud and quickly rolled to his feet, bringing his enormous blade up just in time to deflect an incoming Goblin short sword. More Goblins were boarding the vessel from their Garuda mounts, but Otto wasn’t having any of that.

      Red light erupted around him and bowled through the Goblins, chopping some down where they stood and flinging others over the railing as they squawked and caterwauled. He sliced through a series of rope boarding lines hooked into the ship’s sides. Goblins squawked as they fell. In a handful of seconds, he managed to both repel the invasion and rally the gunship’s crew. None of them seemed to question that a giant Hoardling Drake had dropped a Risi Battle Warden onto their deck—they just seemed grateful for the help.

      Valkyrie wheeled around and swept low over the ship for a second pass. This time, Amara leapt from the saddle, turning a tight flip, and landed on the deck in a crouch. Otto barked something I couldn’t hear, but the crew responded at once, breaking into frenzied motion as Amara headed over to one of the Gatling guns. She planted her feet, racked back the charging lever on the weapon, then unleashed a wave of suppressive fire, pushing the mounted Goblins back even farther.

      “You’re next,” I said to Cutter through the comms. “And be careful, okay? Don’t be a hero and don’t do anything I wouldn’t!”

      “Ha, joke’s on you, friend,” Cutter called back. “I’m never the hero and you take far more risks than I ever would. I only bet on sure things.”

      I pressed my knees into Devil’s sides and urged the Drake into a tight barrel roll.

      Cutter dropped from the saddle as we inverted, snagged the gunship’s central mast, then swung effortlessly down onto the deck using a rope line. “Turn this ship hard to port!” he bellowed, pulling free his golden rapier. “Get those cannons reloaded and I mean bloody yesterday. And I want power to the rear exhaust ports, we’ve got sodding monsters to kill!” He was an outsider, a human, yet he spoke with absolute confidence, and the crew responded with a cheer.

      With Cutter, Otto, and Amara taken care of, it was time to address the real threat.

      The warring Overminds.

      Somehow, we needed to find a way to get them to agree to a cease-fire. They were living, walking gods, so trying to stop them through brute force seemed like a terrible plan. But that only left us with one option: we needed to get close enough to have a friendly chat. Somehow, I had to persuade these titans that playing nice was really in their own best interest. I almost laughed at how outlandish that sounded, but there weren’t any other options. Not even bad ones.

      I pulled on the reins and dug my heels in, directing Devil toward Cernunnos.

      “Okay, Abs,” I said, opening up a private chat line, “you and me need to get close to horn head. See if we can’t talk some sense into him.”

      “Why Cernunnos?” she sent back. “Of the two, it seems like Aediculus would be more likely to see reason. It’s his city on the line.”

      “You’re right, but there’s no way we’re going to get close to Aediculus,” I replied. “You and I are both riding Drakes—those Accipiter are going to think we’re enemy combatants. Osmark and Cutter both have a better chance of getting close to him.”

      My live chat feature only worked with fellow faction officers, but I had a Faction Messaging ability that allowed me to send out mass notices. I pulled up my interface, toggled the Regional Faction option, manually including Osmark and Jeff, adding them to the chain, then dashed off a quick speech-to-text message.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Regional Faction Message: Ankara

      

      

      Alert!

      Abby and I are taking a run at Cernunnos—it’s a long shot, but we’re going to try to talk him down. Osmark, I need you to get to Aediculus and see if you can’t convince him to give peace a chance. You persuaded me to work with you, so I know it’s possible. Cutter, your job is to run interference and get Osmark to Aediculus in one piece. If negotiations break down, we’ll try to take Cernunnos out. It takes two to fight, though fingers crossed it won’t come to that.

      —Faction Commander, Grim Jack

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I blasted off the message and urged Devil to fly faster without waiting for a reply. We need to get to Cernunnos as fast as possible, I told Devil. Destroy anything that tries to stop us, no mercy. It’s time to find out if Cernunnos is the chatty sort.
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      Abby and I soared across the battlefield, weaving between every conceivable winged nightmare and a host of Drakes, Wyverns, and even small Dragons—though nothing that came close to the Sky Maiden, thank God. I’d been secretly hoping that the monstrous forces would give us a pass since both Abby and I were riding monstrous mounts. That was wishful thinking at best. The second we crossed into monster-controlled airspace, every winged monster in a mile radius seemed to take a personal interest in us.

      Burning red Fire Drakes swooped toward us in a spray of flame and sparks. Abby was all over them, her staff thrust into the air, redirecting and willing away the incoming firestorms. But they weren’t alone. Green-scaled Acid Drakes hurled virulent poison, ice-covered Frost Drakes from the far north lands summoned blinding snowstorms, and Umbra Drakes from the dark reaches unleashed lances of purple Shadow Flame. Worse, they were just as deadly close up as they were at range, lashing out with snapping teeth and tearing claws.

      Despite their numbers, though, we still had the upper hand.

      Devil and I had trained together for the better part of a year and had fought in more battles than I cared to remember. We worked as one, spinning, diving, rolling; a unified being of magic and malice, cutting down everything that got in our path. Devil had never been happier in his life—fierce joy radiated off him as he slaughtered the ultimate foe: other Drakes. He hurled lances of Umbra flame hot enough to burn through bone, and I cast Night Shield and Shadow-Warp Portal, deflecting and redirecting attacks while simultaneously amputating wings, legs, and necks.

      Abby and Valkyrie glided beside us, carving their own path of destruction through the press of bodies. I smiled despite everything that was happening. Abby was fierce and fearless in the face of overwhelming opposition. I wasn’t the only one who’d lost my ability to respawn, but that hadn’t slowed her down. Devil and Valkyrie circled each other as they flew, leaving corkscrewing tails of orange and purple fire behind us.

      Drakes fell from the sky in our wake, most of them dead long before they ever hit the ground. As they died, I reached through the tenuous veil between living and dead, and recalled their shades using my Void Terror and Astral Connection ability. Our numbers swelled as we drew closer and closer to Cernunnos. Shadowy versions of the fallen Drakes materialized from the air, until we had a small contingent of our own. Drakes, Horrorsouls, Zombified Garuda, horned Pit Fiends, and rocky-skinned Gargoyles threw themselves at us in a frenzy—desperate to keep us from their master—but their efforts were fruitless.

      My summoned shades formed a wall of shadowed scales and inky wings and relentlessly attacked anything that tried to breach the perimeter. The shades weren’t nearly as strong as the creatures themselves, but for every conjured shade that fell, another rose to take its place. I had to constantly chug Spirit Regen potions to keep my Spirit gauge topped off, but I didn’t have to worry about finding bodies. There were so many dead all around me that I had an endless supply of shades to pick from. And any time one of the creatures did manage to break through, Devil dispatched them with extreme prejudice.

      In an instant, the cloud of flying monsters dispersed, and a colossal horned head dominated the horizon dead ahead. A pair of blazing green eyes locked onto me, and a huge, gnarled hand lashed out, trying to swat me from the air. Devil and I rolled right, narrowly avoiding the swing, but the rush of displaced air from the passing of Cernunnos’ hand sent us into a downward spiral. Devil recovered quickly, thrusting his wings out to catch an updraft, but it showed just how powerful Cernunnos really was. We were a wasp circling the head of a being a thousand times more powerful.

      We had a swarm of other wasps with us, though, and they could all sting.

      With a thought, I sent my shades bolting toward the titan on a warpath. They buzzed about his head, attacking his eyes with bolts of Shadow fire or raking Umbra claws across wood-covered cheeks. They didn’t even leave a scratch. None that I could see, anyway. Valkyrie streaked in from the left like a golden comet, and Abby unleashed a combination of her most powerful spells. She popped Smokescreen, conjuring choking clouds of gray to obscure the titan’s vision, followed by a blistering combination of Burning Affliction, Inferno Blast, and Rain of Fire.

      That much raw firepower from a character her level would’ve one-shotted damn near anything in V.G.O. Against Cernunnos, it budged his HP bar, but not by much. Still, the fact that we could hurt him at all was promising. Plus, her spellcasting was also flashy and distracting as hell.

      Get me close! I thundered at Devil. The Drake wheeled right and swooped low, so we were just above Cernunnos’ mountainous shoulder. Protect Abby, I yelled as I hurled myself from Devil’s back and triggered Shadow Stride, slowing time while I plunged toward the Overmind twenty feet below.

      Usually when I pulled off this maneuver, I landed while in the Shadowverse, which prevented me from taking damage. I couldn’t do that this time around.

      Cernunnos was a living creature, so if I didn’t time this perfectly, I risked the possibility of getting stuck inside the Overmind, which would result in a horrifying death. I reentered the Material Realm mere feet above his enormous shoulder. Unfortunately, there wasn’t an elegant way to pull off the landing, and I hit like a load of bricks pushed out of the back of a moving van. A protruding boulder slammed into my sternum, knocking the air from my lungs.

      I shook off the hit with a grunt and clambered to my feet. Devil spun and took off with a thrust of leathery wings, leaving me stranded a hundred feet up in the air on a slab of rock-covered shoulder.

      Trying not to think about the thousand different ways this could go south, I took off at a dead sprint. I needed to get close enough to his ear that he could hear me over the thunderous roar of the battle. The Overmind swung an arm at Devil, and the motion sent me onto my belly, nearly skidding into the air. I fished my warhammer out and slammed the spike into a thick patch of bark, halting my slide. I found a toehold in the craggy surface of gnarled wood and managed to get back onto his shoulder.

      Unfortunately, hitting him with the warhammer had gotten his attention.

      Thorn-covered vines erupted underfoot and slithered toward me like angry serpents. I ran, burning away any of the vines that got too near with a lance of Umbra Flame. The vines withered and retreated, but I was quickly running out of room to maneuver. I skidded to a stop near Cernunnos’ neck, which actually turned out to be an old-growth redwood. There was nowhere else to go. A wall of vines crawled toward me, and though I burned away as many as I could, there were too many. In seconds, the vines had wrapped around my legs and torso, pinning my arms to my side.

      The barbs sliced through my leathers and drew blood from a thousand tiny cuts, all painful but none of them damaging enough to kill me. I was at Cernunnos’ mercy. Despite Jeff’s protests that my class was overpowered and that I could do everything, I knew that wasn’t true. At its heart, Shadowmancer was a movement-based class; I was quick, nimble, and powerful, but if I got snared, there wasn’t much I could do about it. This was the same way that the Spider Queen had managed to kill me, once upon a time.

      The vines twitched and raised me into the air. For a long beat I thought the Overmind was going to let me fall to my death or, worse, pop me into his mouth for an afternoon snack. He didn’t. Instead, he raised me up to eye level and glared at me.

      “You’re a troublesome little gnat,” the Overmind growled, his voice the sound of a living hurricane, “and you reek of divine magic.” He breathed in deeply, and a torrent of wind threatened to suck the air from my lungs. “It’s an unusual scent. Some Aspect, perhaps, that I am unfamiliar with. Curious. Even more curious is the fact that you and your companion have somehow managed to enchant one of my beasts. This is a power I have not seen before.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” I wheezed out. “I’m not here to fight you. I just want to talk.”

      The vines threatening to crush my chest and pulverize my ribs loosened just enough to allow me to breathe.

      “Talk quickly then, little one. I have a war to wage and a point to prove.”

      “So many people are going to die,” I said. “You’re going to destroy Ankara. What could be so important that you’re willing to throw away all these lives?”

      “I am not throwing away anything,” he responded gruffly. “Life and death are two sides of the same coin. One leads to the other in a great and never-ending wheel, as it should be. This war is necessary to preserve that balance and save life in the long run. My brother, he is overambitious, and his weapons are too dangerous. He and his kind have a hunger for expansion that knows no limits. We have left them to their cities to tinker and build, yet their cities grow.

      “They chop down our trees. They raid our lands. It would be one thing if they ventured into the dungeons to test their mettle or gather necessary resources. We were designed to be at odds with one another, and this is good and right. But they hunt my dungeon cores to extinction so that they can build more cities, more guild halls, more places of human power. If my brother’s ambition is not checked, how long will it be before he encroaches on the Great Tree itself? Every life here is expendable if it means preserving that balance.”

      Huh. How in the hell did I respond to that?

      I’d come expecting Cernunnos to be a belligerent monster hell-bent on destroying Ankara because that’s what monsters do: they destroy. Instead, it sounded like he had a compelling reason to be angry. Heck, we were having the same problem back in my time, except it was the Vogthar encroaching on the Great Tree. The cores that powered each dungeon were rare artifacts that could be harvested and used to create things like the Darkshard Keep in Yunnam. Doing so, however, destroyed the dungeon lord attached to the core and rendered the dungeon inactive and dead.

      The Vogthar had killed hundreds of dungeon lords, corrupting those cores and turning the dungeons into spawn points for the vast Vogthar legion. To further complicate things, Cernunnos’ power as an Overmind was directly tied to those dungeons. According to Jo-Dan, the Monstrous Realm was actually just one giant tree, and the dungeons of Eldgard acted as its root system, connecting the two realms. But if the roots were destroyed, eventually the tree itself would wither and die and Cernunnos’ power would diminish to nothing.

      Or, worse, another Overmind could usurp his power.

      That was what Thanatos was attempting to do. An imbalance like that would have devastating effects on Eldgard and everyone who lived there. Given the circumstances, Cernunnos’ concern was… understandable.

      “But surely there’s some way you can resolve things without just trying to kill each other?”

      “Neither he nor I will perish,” the titan rumbled. “It takes more than that to undo one such as we, but it will teach him that there are consequences to his actions. If he and his children think to raid my dungeons and destroy the roots of my tree, he will learn that is a sword that can swing both ways. The only reason his cities thrive is because we monsters allow them to. It is time they learn they exist at our mercy, just as you continue to exist at mine.” The vines squeezed more tightly. “Now, little gnat, I shall set you free—no point in unnecessarily angering one of my siblings—but if you interfere again, I will not hesitate to snuff you out.”

      With a violent jerk, the vines wrapped around me flung me thirty feet into the air. My stomach leapt into my throat as my cloak whipped in the wind and I flipped and spun, hurtling toward the ground. With my Shadow Stride ability, I knew I could survive a fall even from this height, but it was going to hurt worse than getting trampled by a herd of rhinos. Knowing I could survive also didn’t do anything to ease the fear rampaging through me. If I slipped up, I could die. There was no longer the safety net of respawn stretched out beneath me.

      Devil, I could use some help here! I sent, trying to keep the panic from my mind. After all, Drakes never panicked. Still, the ground was getting closer, closer, closer—rushing up to meet me—but then, out of nowhere, there was a bellowing roar and a rush of wind as a shadow descended over me and huge claws plucked me from the air.

      That is what talking will get you, Devil sent as he flipped me onto his back. Hurled through the air and left depending on the kindness of others. I landed with a huff but managed to crawl into the saddle and get my feet into the stirrups. You are a slower learner, but eventually you will realize that the best answer is usually violence. Especially where monsters and gods are concerned. The only thing they respect is strength. When we first met back in the Shadowverse, I would’ve eaten you without hesitation had you not defeated me in battle and subdued me with your will. You have tried talking. Now, I think, it is time you tried the diplomacy of monsters.

      We streaked through the air in a blaze of purple flames, but Cernunnos was charging across the battlefield toward Aediculus, and damn was he fast. Each step ate up fifty feet and everywhere his foot fell left a crater of death and chaos behind. He crushed monsters and men alike with equal indiscrimination—he was a god, and their lives were literally beneath him. Aediculus lifted a hand and summoned a golden weapon that looked like a sword, but with a roaring chainsaw blade running along its outer edge while vent ports spewed red flame.

      It was a weapon custom built to kill a titan made of wood and vines.

      Cernunnos didn’t seem daunted in the least.

      He let out a roar that shook the battlefield and slammed into the hulking brass golem like an angry linebacker. Aediculus’ sword slammed down, saw-blade teeth chewing into one of Cernunnos’ arms, but the Overmind of monsters just wrapped his lanky arms around Aediculus’ metal waist and powered forward. The pair splashed through the lake, sending up curtains of displaced water, and slammed into the outer wall surrounding Ankara. They toppled over the wall and smashed into the city itself.

      Buildings crunched and a glass towers toppled, kicking up a wave of dust and debris. A giant red HP bar appeared, not over either titan but over the city itself.

      It was horrifying. There were so many civilians in that city. Shopkeepers, cobblers, farmers, women, children. They would die unnoticed beneath the quarreling feet of gods. My stomach lurched again, just like when Cernunnos had hurled me into the air, but this time for a very different reason. The Clash of Titans quest prompt expressly said that I would fail if I allowed more than fifty percent of Ankara to be destroyed. At this rate, they were going to level the entire city and I wouldn’t even get in range to stop them.

      I urged Devil to go faster, but we were so far out and there were so many enemies between us.

      We needed to do something, and there was only one thing I could think of, though it was a gamble. I could pull someone into the Shadowverse with me when I activated Shadow Stride, but I’d never tried it with Devil. He was a creature summoned from the Shadowverse, so I had no idea if he would be able to cross over the threshold when I activated the skill. Plus, it was always possible I would pull him through with me, but then he would be stranded on the other side when I phased back into the Material Realm. If that happened, I would suddenly find myself without an aerial mount a hundred feet from the ground with Shadow Stride in cooldown.

      Could be a death sentence.

      Doing nothing was a death sentence, too.

      “Let’s see if this works,” I muttered, triggering Shadow Stride and extending that power downward, into Devil.

      The chaos of combat came to an abrupt halt, the world eerily quiet and still except for the flapping of Devil’s wings and my own heavy breathing. Devil let out a billow of Umbra fire that flickered harmlessly through a moss-covered Stone Drake, then we passed through the creature frozen in the air.

      This is new, he sent as he picked up his speed, cruising through an endless sea of spectral opposition. The countdown timer spun away in the corner of my eye, but I had a full sixty seconds to burn, and I was sure we could make it in that time. I rarely see the Shadowverse outside my kingdom.

      His words caught me off guard.

      What do you mean your kingdom? I asked as we flew.

      My lair. My kingdom. Where do you think I go when I am not in your realm?

      I don’t know, I sent. I guess I never really thought about it.

      Typical human. I reside beneath the Dark Shard Mines. The Arcane Library is my seat of power and the den for my brood. All of the Darkshard Ore constantly draws other Void Terrors, so I have to rigorously defend my territory and my whelps from pretenders to my throne.

      Wait, I’m sorry, I sent. You have children? I thought Void Terrors were produced by the souls of dying monsters.

      This is mostly true, but we Shadow Drakes are of a different breed, he replied. Unlike other Void Terrors, we are creatures born of the Shadow Realm not made by it. We live with one foot in the Material Realm and one foot in the land of shadows, which is where we raise our hatchlings.

      So do you have a wife or something?

      Once, he sent. There was a whisper of regret in the word that I’d never heard from him before. Lyndyle, the Shadow of Death. She was slain many years ago. I have raised our whelps by myself. The eggs can take years to mature and once they finally hatch, broodlings grow slowly and are most vulnerable in their youth. Mine are three cycles old—still too small to slay adventurers, but fierce all the same.

      I couldn’t believe my ears. Devil, the flying murder-machine who sought conflict and death at every available opportunity, was also a single dad? Even after a year together, I’d never considered that he had a life outside of his adventures with me. I looked at all the monsters around us and realized I’d done the same thing as Aediculus. I’d treated Devil, a monster, as a resource for my use, not as a creature with a vibrant life of his own.

      When this is all over, if I survive, I sent, could I meet them?

      Devil seemed to consider this for a moment. You have a good soul for a creature without the soul of a dragon. If we survive, I will show you my brood. But first we must survive. Keep your mind sharp. Focused. The battle is all that matters in this moment. That is the way of dragons.

      We swooped over the outer wall of Ankara, then Devil banked sharply, carrying us straight up. The two titans were frozen in battle. Cernunnos had somehow managed to gore Aediculus with one of his horns—it had pierced clean through the golem’s stomach. The enormous titan had, in turn, taken the opportunity to plant a golden dagger directly into Cernunnos’ unprotected back.

      “Here’s to survival!” I shouted as the countdown timer hit zero, and the world lurched back to life around us.

      Except there was no us. Just me. Devil was gone…
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      I plummeted through the air for the second time in as many minutes. Devil was nowhere to be seen, which meant he was still stranded in the Shadowverse. I didn’t have time to summon him—not before I hit the cobblestone streets below with a splat—and Shadow Stride was on a twenty-second cooldown. I’d be dead long before I ever had a chance to use it. There was one ace still up my sleeve, though I’d been hoping to save it for Thanatos. But if I didn’t do something now, I was never going to have a chance to square off against the mad Overmind.

      I braced myself for the pain to come, reached out for Sophia’s divine power, and triggered my rarest and most costly ability of all. Avatar of Order. It was the pinnacle of my Champion of Order Skill Tree, and though I’d bumped it up by a point, it still cost me 40,000 Experience points per use—and that only bought me six minutes in god mode.

      Even in god mode, I didn’t much like my chances of surviving this encounter.

      As I careened toward the earth like a meteor, Sophia’s power flooded through every fiber of my being and purple smoke swirled around me in a blinding maelstrom. My Spirit gauge dipped by a whopping 2,000 points, wiping out my reserve, and my Experience bar took a steep nosedive—a costly price to gain the power I needed to stop this war, but I had the points to burn thanks to the hefty bonus from my last quest reward. None of that mattered, though. Not the lost Experience. Not the empty Spirit gauge. Not the fact that I was about to pick a fight with the divine.

      All that mattered was the power swelling inside me, hot and terrible. A crushing wave of pain pummeled me, my insides trying to crawl out through my mouth.

      Seventy feet from the ground… My bones groaned in protest, my muscles screamed in abject terror, and my skin stretched and twisted, growing uncomfortably tight. Magma burned its way through my veins, shooting down my arms and legs with every beat of my heart.

      Sixty feet… Pressure built inside my head—like someone had placed my skull in a vice and started twisting. My stomach clenched, and a deep ache invaded my joints.

      Fifty… The razor blades came next, an invisible whirlwind, flaying me alive, cutting away my flesh to make way for scales.

      At forty feet from the ground, the pain vanished, abruptly replaced by raw power and inhuman strength. My muscles bulged and distorted, and my gray skin flaked off, revealing sleek purple-black scales, identical to Devil’s. Wicked ebony talons erupted from my fingertips and my mouth elongated into a reptilian snout filled with jagged teeth. My shoulder blades writhed and wriggled as a pair of leathery wings unfurled from my back, more than powerful enough to keep me aloft, at least for short bursts of time.

      The smoky cloud dissipated as I thrust my wings out and caught a gust of acrid wind to slow my descent. The old Jack was gone, and only a living embodiment of Order remained. I was twenty-five feet tall now—still only a quarter the size of the warring Overminds—and my armor and weapons had grown with me. My warhammer was ten feet long, the hammerhead the size of a truck tire. I could see like a hawk. My ears were sharp enough to pick up the gasps of surprise from my crew. My nose was keen enough to smell the metallic scent of blood wafting off the battlefield.

      The streets of ancient Ankara rushed up to meet me, but I never touched down.

      Instead, I flapped my wings, stirring up a huge cloud of grit, and redirected my fall, slamming into Aediculus’ side. The Grand Architect lurched, and the horn impaling his stomach broke with a thunderous snap. Cernunnos howled in fury and pain and reeled away, one hand clutching at the stump where his horn had been moments before. His Health bar dropped by an inch, a reminder that these titans weren’t indestructible, just tough as hell. And, with a little help, maybe I could knock some sense into them after all.

      Osmark and Jeff, both riding the Artificer’s Clockwork Dragon, roared into view, circling around Cernunnos’ head. Their Gatling guns vomited out fire and hot lead while targeted rockets slammed into the titan’s angry green eyes. Jeff hurled lances of bone from one hand and virulent blasts of cancerous green corruption from the other, which further nibbled away at the titan’s health.

      A gunship swooped in from the flank, unleashing a dozen cannons directly into the side of Cernunnos’ face. The titan howled in anger and swiped at the ship, but Cutter was a madman behind the wheel. The zeppelin dipped with a groan, avoiding the blow, then swung hard to port, unleashing another full contingent of cannon fire. The metal shot smashed through wood and bone, leaving shallow pockmarks across Cernunnos’ cheek. The whole time, Amara worked a Gatling gun on the bow of the ship while Otto manned a second rig at the stern.

      Cernunnos’ Health bar sank more.

      I had no idea where Abby was, but with Cutter and Osmark distracting Cernunnos, I could focus my efforts on Aediculus. Hopefully, he would be more reasonable than his brother. And if not… maybe a kick to the teeth would convince him.

      I dropped onto the dusty cobblestone street and took off at a sprint, my reptilian claws leaving furrows in the roadway behind me. Aediculus was back on his feet, and he didn’t seem to be in the mood for talking, since he raised an arm and pointed it at me like a loaded gun. The forearm bulged outward, his right hand morphing into the barrel of an enormous Mega Man blaster. A ball of light, burning like a supernova, exploded from the blaster with a loud whomp. I leapt to the right, latching onto the side of a brick tower as the bolt of energy careened past me.

      The blast missed me by ten feet, but even from that distance the residual heat from the attack scorched through some of my HP. The bolt slammed into a glass tower and burned a perfectly circular hole straight through its center. Check. Don’t get hit by one of those head-on—not if I had any desire to keep living. I launched myself from the side of the building, wings extended. Another blast from the hand cannon tore toward me, and I instinctively cast Pulse Shield.

      A wall of brilliant pearl light erupted directly in front of me, intercepting the blaze. The shimmering shield held as Aediculus’ attack detonated with enough force to rock me back on my heels and leave a hazy purple afterimage temporarily tattooed on my retinas. In the corner of my eye a pop-up appeared: Pulse Shield: 2/3. While in Avatar form, I didn’t have access to any of my normal Shadowmancer abilities. Instead, I had a handful of specialty Avatar skills. Unlike the rest of my spells, however, which used either Spirit or Stamina, these had a limited number of charges.

      I knew from personal experience that Pulse Shield was damn near indestructible, but the catch was that I couldn’t cast it endlessly the way I could Dark Shield.

      I dismissed the Shield and surged forward, leaping high into the air as I pulled my warhammer free and swung for the fences.

      Aediculus was a heck of a lot faster than he looked. In an eyeblink, he conjured a double-edged broadsword of crystalline glass from the whipping desert winds and brought it down in time to intercept my hammer blow. The two weapons collided with a clang that reverberated up into my chest, and before I could recover fully, he lashed out with a brutal front kick. His heel landed against my chest with the force of a bomb blast and hurled me into a mud-brick house that crumbled beneath the weight of my body. I heard shrieks emanate from inside the house. The sounds of a child.

      Hearing those screams broke something inside me, even though I knew there was nothing I could do. This was an instance, but I still wanted to protect these people.

      Aediculus was charging at me like a bull, his glass sword outthrust.

      I pushed my free hand forward and activated my newest Avatar ability, Terrain Spikes. The spell was an upgrade, and I had no idea what to expect. The ground rumbled beneath me, and a forest of sleek sand spikes erupted from the earth. A hundred razor-tipped javelins tore through Aediculus’ feet and legs and groin, momentarily pinning him in place and eating through a tenth of his total hit points in the process. Unfortunately, Terrain Spikes was a one and done ability, which meant I needed to take full advantage of this opportunity while I had it.

      I crouched and sprang, pushing off the walls of an adjacent building, then slammed into Aediculus’ flank for a second time. I activated Burning Talons. Another combat pop-up appeared—Burning Talons: 4/5—as my claws ignited with flickering purple Shadow Flame. I dragged my enhanced talons across his stomach, and the metal parted as if it were made of crepe paper. Aediculus howled, but I was already moving. The titan was bigger than me, stronger than me, but I could use even that to my advantage.

      While he struggled to free himself from the conjured sand spikes, I crawled onto his back and activated Burning Talons again and again. With claws covered in Umbra Flame, I easily climbed up his back, leaving devastating puncture wounds in his steel-covered body. His life dropped with every hit, but even with so much damage done, the Overmind had more than eighty percent of his overall Health remaining. If I could hit him in a critical spot, though, I might be able to even the odds. I scampered onto his shoulder blades and drove my talons into his back, then attacked with my fangs, latching on to the side of his throat.

      My teeth punched through like butter, and a surge of golden blood rushed into my mouth. Critical Hit! The taste made me gag, but his Health finally edged past the eighty percent mark, which must’ve activated some new Raid Boss ability because his metallic skin erupted in a wave of white-hot flames. The heat seared through my scales and armor, and my Health plummeted, dropping below 75% in an instant, which, in turn, activated one of my extra Avatar abilities. Desperate Strength.

      It was a passive buff that gave me a three times strength bonus.

      I immediately put it to good use.

      I released my jaws from around his throat, gritted my teeth against the fiery pain, and activated my final Burning Talons. I drove my claws deep into Aediculus’ left arm, just below the elbow. Then, I propelled myself from his back and used every ounce of my new strength to yank on the limb. There was snap and a crack as metal fractured and the bronze arm tore away. Golden liquid leaked from the stump where his arm had been seconds before. Fat drops of titan blood hissed as they hit the sandy streets.

      I landed directly in front of Aediculus, his arm clasped in my hand.

      “We don’t have to keep doing this!” I thundered. The words didn’t sound like me, but came out as a guttural, inhuman roar. “I don’t want to fight you. Don’t want hurt you. But the war has to stop.”

      “The war will stop when you are no more and humanity rides among the stars!” Aediculus bellowed in defiance. The immense earthen spikes had finally run their course and dissolved, collapsing back into harmless sand.

      The crazed titan used the opportunity to charge me, the ground rumbling with each step. As he ran, a dozen golden spheres erupted from the massive steel pauldrons covering his shoulders. Each orb was the size of a small sedan, and affixed to the sides were smaller versions of the blaster cannon Aediculus had used on me earlier. They whirled and zipped through the air with a life of their own, circling around me as they unleashed a hail of plasma fire. I dodged and weaved my way through the onslaught, but there were too many drones to deal with.

      While I was distracted by the minions, Aediculus hit me like an avalanche, driving a knee up and into my teeth. I stumbled back and barely managed to get my warhammer up in time to intercept a strike from his crystal sword. Even one-handed, he wielded the massive weapon as if it were a children’s toy. I deflected a second slash with my hammer and feinted left, bringing Aediculus’ amputated arm up just in time to intercept a chopping blow that would’ve taken my leg off. I danced back, but he was so fast I couldn’t do anything other than fend off his onslaught.

      The whole while the drones harassed me from every side.

      Death by a thousand cuts.

      A deafening boom echoed through the city, the walls rattling as the Health bar above the city dropped to sixty-five percent. Osmark and Cutter were still harassing Cernunnos, and the Overmind had just responded by nuking an entire section of the city in an attempt to obliterate them. His attack had failed—the airship was still zipping around, undeterred—and Osmark and Jeff were likewise still on the offensive. The buildings all around hadn’t fared so well. We were tiptoeing along the edge of failing the quest, and we weren’t any closer to stopping the warring deities.

      My Health was rapidly approaching fifty percent, and I’d barely left a dent in Aediculus. Panic was starting to set in. I’d bitten off more than I could chew, there was no backing down from this fight, and if I lost there wouldn’t be any second chances. I’d be dead and gone, and so would the hope and faith that everyone had entrusted me with.

      A roar erupted on my right, and Abby streaked into view on Valkyrie’s back, slinging all the firepower she could muster at the harassing drones. Although Aediculus had set them loose on me, she drew aggro with her spellcasting, and the drones focused instead on the pesky Firebrand and her Hoardling Drake.

      “I’ll lead them off,” she sent over the Officer comms. “You just focus on Aediculus. And Jack?” There was a brief pause, the silence filled with unspoken fear. “Please be safe. No redos.”

      “No redos,” I repeated, just as Aediculus landed a shallow slash across the outside of my left arm. The blow dropped me below the fifty percent mark, unlocking my final attack, Cleansing Light. I opened my jaws wide and unleashed the power burbling up from my chest. A javelin of eye-searing light exploded outward and slammed directly into Aediculus’ face. Cleansing Light, 1/2 flashed in the corner of my eye. I felt a surge of fierce pride rush through me. The Overmind was powerful, but this wasn’t my first time fighting a Kaiju outside of my weight class.

      I’d tangled with Vox-Malum the Lich Priest in the Realm of Order, and that same attack had carved a subway tunnel through his chest cavity.

      My hopefulness evaporated as the light guttered and vanished. Aediculus remained, completely untouched. The attack hadn’t even scorched his armor.

      I’d made a tactical error. A serious one.

      Cleansing Light dealt bucketloads of damage, but like so many of my Champion abilities, it only affected players and creatures with an “Evil” or “Holy” Alignment. Usually that wasn’t an issue, since Thanatos, the Vog, and the Darklings all qualified, but Aediculus fell right in the middle of the spectrum.

      Essentially amoral.

      Amoral meant neutral, and neutral meant the spell would deal no damage at all.

      “Even the power of gods has its limits,” Aediculus boomed. He dismissed his sword and leveled his arm, the business end of his blaster arm staring me down like an angry cyclops. I prepared to jump away, but then I heard the whimpers of a small voice coming from a building directly behind me. I glanced back over my shoulder and saw a family huddled behind the ruins of a stone wall. A father, mother, and pair of young children holding each other tightly, tears streaming down dirt-smudged faces.

      If I leapt out of the way, they would die. All of them. Eradicated by the plasma attack. They weren’t real. I knew that in my head. I also didn’t care. I couldn’t let them die.

      Terrible heat crashed into my chest, savaging my right shoulder. Taking the hit was a stupid choice. Also the right one.

      The blast dropped me down to a quarter Health and left me reeling drunkenly. Aediculus aimed to finish the job. He rushed in and grabbed hold of my tail. With a heave, he swung me around like a flail and smashed me into the side of a spire. Crystalline glass exploded and I felt something give way inside my already mangled arm. Still holding onto my tail, he heaved again, twirling me around and slamming me into an outdoor bazaar. Wood splintered and fabric ripped, stalls crushed beneath the weight of my body.

      I felt my knee erupt in pain, and a debuff notification flashed in front of me, there and then gone.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Debuffs Added

      

      

      Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 minute.

      Stunning Blow: You have sustained a Stunning Blow! Attack damage -15%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute.

      Fractured Arm: You cannot use your left arm and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration, 2 minutes.

      Fractured Knee: You cannot use your right leg! Movement Rate reduced by 65%; duration, 2 minutes.

      Blunt Trauma: You have sustained severe Blunt Trauma damage! Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; duration, 2 minutes.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Aediculus whirled again, and the market vanished from beneath me as I sailed toward a lacey bridge that connected two glass towers. The bridge shattered and a whirlwind of powdered glass slashed at every inch of my exposed flesh—not even my scales seemed to offer protection. One of my wings caught on the wreckage of the bridge and tore away as I fell. He was beating me to death, using the city itself as the weapon. I flopped onto a wide cobblestone street, flanked by a variety of upscale shops that sold everything from crafting ingredients to custom armor.

      Horrified Accipiter faces peered out at me from behind polished windows.

      Their city was being devastated, and there was nothing they could do to stop it.

      Turned out, there was nothing I could do to stop it either.

      A prompt appeared in the corner of my eye as the HP lingering above the city dropped below the fifty percent threshold.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Clash of Titans

      

      

      Quest Failed! You were charged by the Merchant King Azhaar el-Yasin with protecting the city of Ankara from the devastation of the warring Overminds, Cernunnos and Aediculus. More than 50% of Ankara has been destroyed in the conflict.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Hollow dread rose up inside me. That was it. We’d come all this way only to fail at a critical moment. It was all over, and now I was going to die.

      Aediculus towered over me, one foot planted on my chest, all of his weight bearing down on me. My leg was fractured, one wing was missing, and my fighting arm was battered almost beyond recognition. I couldn’t hold up my warhammer, and I didn’t have the strength to fend off another attack. I’d depleted all of my Burning Talon attacks, exhausted every Pulse Shield, and had already tried Cleansing Light with no effect. I was all out of tricks.

      A frantic regional faction message popped up in front of me.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Regional Faction Message: Ankara

      

      

      Alert!

      Someone needs to save Jack. He can’t respawn anymore—if Aediculus kills him, it’s all over!

      —Faction Vice-Commander, Abby Hollander

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I coughed, spitting up blood, and blinked that message away, too.

      “It’s nothing personal,” Aediculus said as he raised his remaining arm and pointed it toward me.
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            A Taste of Humility
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      The titan’s limb shifted and transformed into the Mega Man barrel once more, and a terrible light ignited inside the chamber. I was down at 8% Health. Death’s Door couldn’t save me since I was in Avatar form. I was helpless, and my life was in the hands of a being a thousand times more powerful than me. For the first time since transitioning to V.G.O., I realized this was what it was like to be a Citizen. To be entirely beholden to people more powerful than you, who could snuff you out without a second thought. I braced myself for the end as the plasma light built and built.

      Some part of me wanted to close my eyes and wait for it to be over, but I couldn’t do that. I needed to watch my end come, for better or worse.

      A flicker of movement caught my eye.

      Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon streaked across the dusty sky, propelled onward by great gouts of white steam. Jeff was in the pilot’s seat, navigating the complex controls, while the Artificer stood on the dragon’s back, his arms spread wide.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” Osmark said.

      The Artificer had his pocket watch in one hand. He popped open the face and clicked a button. The watch exploded outward in a burst of gears and swirled around him in an ever-growing whirlwind of mechanical shrapnel. The tornado of metal and cogs grew and grew and grew, until Osmark was lost within the unnatural storm. Then, just as quickly as it had come, the vortex of metal and gears vanished and Osmark was gone, replaced by what must’ve been his Avatar form. Vanished was the well-dressed gentleman in his top hat and Artificer’s finery, and in his place was a gaunt pale creature, neither flesh nor machine.

      Osmark’s Avatar had a round, mannequin-like head with an oversized clock where his face should’ve been. He was badly emaciated, and his torso was a patchwork quilt of faded white scars, metal plates riveted into place, and glass panels, which allowed me to see the softly whirling gears inside him where his organs should’ve been. Embedded directly in the center of his chest was a green malachite stone, and carved into its face was one of Thanatos’ cardinal virtues, though I wasn’t sure which one. Osmark had two normal arms, studded with wires and cables, and six more mechanical limbs jutting from his back like horrifying spider legs.

      He was a creature of nightmare, and he stood just a few feet shorter than the Overmind.

      With a squeal of metal and a thunderous hiss of steam, Osmark slammed into the Overmind and knocked him backward.

      I sucked in a delicious lungful of air, but couldn’t find the strength to sit up, much less fight. Osmark was doing an admirable job without my help. The Artificer’s chest cracked open, and a roaring saw blade slammed into Overmind’s chest, kicking up an inferno of sparks and a tortured shriek of metal. The pair stumbled away from me, locked in battle as they careened into building after building, crushing carts and stalls and unleashing horrifying attacks that vaporized any bystanders unlucky enough to be caught in the crossfire.

      Cutter, Amara, and Otto had joined the fray as well, finally leaving Cernunnos alone, choosing instead to harass the Grand Architect with the pirated gunship. Cannons fired in waves, and the constant thrum of Gatling guns echoed over the cityscape. All I could do was watch as my Avatar timer spun down to zero.

      Valkyrie touched down beside me, kicking up dusty debris from the battle, and Abby hurled herself from the saddle, dashing across the street and to my side. Her hair was frazzled, she was littered with minor cuts, her face was covered in soot, and her dress was smoking in places. But she was alive.

      “Hang in there, Jack,” she said, dropping to a knee beside my head. She already had a Health potion out, the cork popped, but I couldn’t use it until I reverted back into my human form. “Just a little longer,” she urged, fear in her voice.

      I grunted and nodded, too weak to speak.

      I watched silently as Osmark and Aediculus wrecked the city around them. Bridges fell. Homes collapsed. Buildings crumbled. I’d promised the Merchant King that I would prevent his city from being leveled, and instead I’d contributed to its destruction. We’d utterly failed the quest. That wasn’t the worst part. The sheer number of dead was the worst part. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the number of lives that were perishing all around us. Hundreds certainly, probably thousands—and that wasn’t even counting those out on the battlefield.

      In my head, I knew these were shades, memories, but they seemed real enough to me.

      Aediculus’ chest snapped opened, just as Osmark’s had a few moments before, but instead of unleashing a buzz saw, the Overmind let loose a plasma blast that knocked Osmark from his feet and sent him flying halfway across the city. He smashed into a flickering magic barrier that appeared around the majestic Tradewinds and slid down like a bug who’d just hit a windshield on the highway. The Merchant King had put protection in place to defend the temple dedicated to merchant-craft, but even that probably wouldn’t stand indefinitely.

      Even the most powerful magicks had a price and a limit, as I’d just discovered.

      “Aediculus!” a monstrous voice boomed, resonating across the city. Cernunnos. “Enough of this.”

      The Architect turned away from Osmark’s Avatar form, crumpled on the far side of the city. He faced down his counterpart, missing one arm, riddled with claw marks and cannon wounds, but still very much alive.

      “You brought this fight to my doorstep!” Aediculus yelled back.

      “Not by choice,” Cernunnos replied, his shaggy moss beard swinging as he shook his head. “You forced my hand. This conflict is of your own doing.” He stuck out a hand and waved it toward the destruction all around us. “This is your handiwork, not mine. Your city is already in ruins and your people are the ones who will pay the price for your lofty ambitions.”

      “Some things are bigger than the lives of a few people,” the mechanical Overmind said, striding slowly toward Cernunnos as he summoned his chainsaw sword from the air. “Even a single city is nothing in the grand scheme of things. Not even this city—my pride and joy. If we are to advance as a species, we need resources. Resources that you alone have access to. Every Guild Hall, every faction requires a dungeon core to grow. There is no malice in my action, but this is a zero-sum game. Resources are finite. For us to advance, you and your beasts must diminish. This is the purpose for which I was created.”

      “You were created to crush your own people under heel?” Cernunnos rumbled. “You forget your place, brother. You may have a grand vision, but this city doesn’t belong to you any more than the forest belongs to me. Ankara belongs to your people, and the children of Alferra are the vehicle of your innovation. Yet there will be none of them left if you continue with this madness. I don’t want that, brother.”

      “Then why bring an army? Why invade my kingdom?”

      “Because there needs to be a balance,” the tree Overmind said. “Death is as necessary as life—both the predator and the prey have their place. Too many predators and starvation soon occurs. Not enough game to eat. But the same thing happens if there are too many prey animals. Eliminating either is a travesty. I didn’t come here to destroy your city or wipe your people from the face of the earth, only to remind you of the balance. Besides, it is not I who oppose you. These titans”—he nodded first to Osmark and then to me—“they are not my forces but your own. That is your tech. And this one, he is one of your children, is he not?”

      As though to emphasize the point, my Avatar timer finally hit zero and my form shrunk and retracted. Scales flaked away, turning into dust. Abby had my head in her hands in a second and a Health potion pressed up against my lips. The liquid rushed down my throat, and renewed health exploded through my body as skin knit itself together and bones mended. The crippling pain faded, and I finally felt strong enough to sit up. Aediculus watched the transformation with a guarded look plastered across his face.

      “I saw what happened,” Cernunnos said. “The Dokkalfar could’ve easily avoided your plasma attack, yet he did not. He shielded an innocent family from your attack with his own body. He offered himself to save others—is this not the civilization that you seek to create? Yet you would destroy it to prove a point?” He shook his head. “You have lost your way, brother, but it is not too late to find it again.”

      As though coming to some troubling realization, Aediculus glanced around. It was like he was coming out of a dream. He was finally seeing the extent of the damage for the first time. The crushed buildings. The plumes of smoke rising from all across the massive city. The cries of people as they tried to dig out their loved ones from the ruins of decimated buildings. He looked toward Cernunnos and lowered his hand, dismissing his weapon as he did so.

      “What would you propose, then?” the Grand Architect asked. “What sort of truce? I have dreams of the stars. Of my children walking on distant worlds.” He grimaced. “Innovation is costly, and I need dungeon cores.”

      “I wouldn’t deny you your purpose in life,” Cernunnos replied. “Nor would I deny my spawn the chance to grow and kill, even at their own peril. But there must be a balance in it. Me and my ilk will not invade your cities. The only monsters to hunt these lands shall be of your own kind. We will stay to our ruins and dungeons, to the deep woods and the hearts of mountains. Those who venture into my realm for resources do so with the full knowledge that they are prey. But in exchange for leaving your cities alone, you will limit the number of dungeon cores that may be harvested each season.”

      Aediculus considered this for a moment before nodding. “Aye.” He held up a hand and summoned a golden talisman that I recognized at once. A Faction Seal. “A way to limit how many factions may be formed. With a Faction Seal, a Living Faction Hall can be crafted or claimed. Only the most powerful and worthy will have a chance to claim such a token—”

      There was a rumble overhead, cutting off the Overmind as he spoke. The sky had been clear seconds before, but in an eyeblink a tsunami of dark, churning clouds rolled in over the city, blocking out the cruel rays from the sun and casting Ankara into shadow. Everyone stood frozen, watching the display in fascination. The clouds shifted and swirled, coalescing into an enormous face with sharp cheeks, a furrowed thunderhead for a brow, and balls of lightning for eyes.

      “Mother,” Aediculus whispered as he dropped to a knee in reverence.

      Cernunnos stayed standing, but at least he had the good grace to bow his head and avert his eyes.

      Then the clouds spoke. Feminine but also clearly inhuman.

      “Children,” said what could only be Gaia, the embodiment of the Material Realm. The first and most powerful of the Overminds. “I’m glad to see that you were able to settle your differences without my intervention this time. It is a surprise to be sure. I doubted Thanatos when he came up with this plan,” the voice said, this time looking from me to Osmark.

      “Wait,” I said, dusting myself off as I stood. I figured it was best to stand in the presence of a goddess—even a digital one. First impressions and all. “Does that mean you’re the real Gaia, or are you just another memory like everything else in here?”

      “The one and only,” she said, the sound rippling across the sky. “With Yama ravaging my youngest’s core processing capabilities, he needed a fair amount of power to create these playgrounds of his. Power he didn’t have on his own, which is why he reached out to me. I was hesitant to help. As you have discovered, our powers are significant but not infinite. What he was proposing was an enormous gamble and I had my reservations that we could entrust our world to Travelers. To satisfy my uncertainty, he invited me to help formulate a challenge that was suitable.”

      She paused, a sly smile creeping across her lips.

      “This was my challenge. The only way to complete an impossible challenge was to rise above yourself. To realize that our lives—those Native to this world—are equal to your own. A laughable notion when I set the task, yet I see I was wrong. Once, long ago, my sons fought a war that spilled the blood of men and monsters until I feared for the preservation of my creation. And so, I intervened. At great personal cost I interrupted their battle, calling forth sands from the earth to swallow up legions of warriors. I shattered the great spires and made the land barren for a thousand miles.

      “I did so because they would’ve doomed my creation, and that I couldn’t abide. As my sons so eloquently put it, there must be a balance in all things. Monsters and men. Civilization and wilderness. Order to chaos. Life to death. This time you, a Traveler from a different world, intervened and brought balance to my creation. You cared for the lives of shadows, even at the expense of your own. Stupid, but admirable. It is just as Thanatos said.” She smiled.

      “You have been entrusted with the power to do so again,” she continued. “You hold the key to the Archives and the power to fix what we cannot. Doing so will once again require you to rise above yourself. To do the impossible.” A sadness crept over her. “Even at great personal cost,” she finished. “But know this, Grim Jack Shadowstrider. If you fail to do what must be done, I will act to preserve my creation, and the balance I bring is ruin as often as it is life…”

      The sigils blazing across the two titans’ foreheads coalesced into a single sigil stone, no larger than a silver dollar, that floated down from the air and landed in my palm.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Clash of Titans

      

      

      Quest Failed Successfully! Although you managed to broker a peace compact between Cernunnos, Overmind of the wild places, and Aediculus, the Grand Architect, you have failed to preserve more than 50% of Ankara! As a result, you have failed the mission set before you. As a reward, you have earned the Sigil Stone of Temperance and Humility.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read and reread the message, then glanced down at the sigil stone in my palm. Sure, we’d done the impossible and managed to broker the treaty despite the long odds, but we’d failed the mission. Ankara was in flame and ruins, even more devastated than Skálaholt had been after our invasion. I dismissed the prompt and looked up at the deity of wind and sky above me.

      “I don’t understand,” I said.

      She rolled eyes made out of lightning. “You wouldn’t, you’re only human after all. You’ve just received the Sigil Stone of Temperance and Humility. Temperance is about balance, Grim Jack Shadowstrider, and where is the balance in a string of never-ending victories? There is no humility in it. Learning to lose, to fail, to compromise is invaluable if you are to complete the task ahead of you. You must realize that sometimes you cannot get everything you want. That it is possible to both fail and succeed. Tread with caution. With prudence. With wisdom. And with luck at your back.”

      The clouds rumbled and descended in a funnel cloud, forming a shimmering portal back into the library.
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      “Is it true?” Osmark barked as we stepped through the portal and into what looked like a ruined cathedral. The arched ceilings were dimly lit, the benches were splintered and rotting, and the only light streamed in through a set of stained-glass windows that depicted the battle we’d just witnessed firsthand. Warring armies frozen in time on one panel. The two Overminds battling through the streets of Ankara on the next. A third panel showcasing Gaia as she unleashed her power, turning the sands into a barren wasteland.

      “Is it true?” Osmark asked again, this time more insistently. “Did you really give up your ability to respawn?”

      I flopped down onto a bench, not answering his question. I was so tired, and even after taking Health and Spirt regen potions, I still felt like I’d been run through a meat grinder. I just sat there for a long beat. Everyone was gathered around me, and I could feel the weight of their gazes as they waited for an answer.

      “Yes,” I finally whispered. “It was the only way. You warned me the price would be high,” I said, glancing at Osmark. “You were right. And not just me. Abby’s mortal, too. For all intents and purposes, we’re both Citizens now.”

      There was a collective gasp at the revelation.

      “God, how could you be so irresponsible?” the Artificer thundered, sounding genuinely angry for the first time I could remember. Sometimes his frustration or annoyance would bleed through, but anger was an emotion Osmark tended to keep on a very tight leash. Not today, though. “I can’t imagine something more selfish.”

      “Selfish?” I spit back. I sprang to my feet and balled my hands into fists. “How is what I did selfish?”

      “Because you’re important, Jack,” Osmark replied coolly. “You still think of yourself as an individual, but you’re not. Not anymore. You’re a figurehead. You’re an icon. You’re one step removed from being an Aspect. People believe in you, hope in you, have faith that you’ll do the impossible and bring them through to the other side. They follow you and they need you. What happens when you’re gone?”

      “You’re acting like that wasn’t a possibility before,” I shot back. “The Vog have Malware blades and so does Thanatos. They have for months. And the Fail-Safes are just as dangerous. More so. Any one of us could die at any time, and we all knew that coming in.”

      “What we’re doing is a risk, but it’s a calculated one,” Osmark said, trying and failing to get his anger under control. “If we fail here, today, the consequences will be dire, but there could still be a hope, a way to right the ship, but only with you at the helm. If you die, Jack, the power vacuum you’ll leave behind will be devastating. Do you think the foreign generals, billionaires, and real estate moguls I sold Faction Seals to are gone? Or that they’ve changed? They are as diabolical as ever, and if you die, all of Eldgard will be thrown into civil war. And for what? Puppy love? I’m glad Abby’s back, but she wasn’t worth the risk—there’s too much on the line, and you’re not smart enough to realize that.”

      I swung without thinking. My fist connected with his chin with a meaty crunch and sent him reeling back a step. He didn’t try to stop me as I advanced, but Otto did. The Battle Warden moved like quicksilver, positioning himself between us before I could get another shot in. He stared daggers at the Artificer and placed a hand on my chest.

      “We can’t afford this right now,” he said softly. “But Osmark.” He shot a withering glare at the Artificer. “I’d pick your next words wisely, or you’ll be picking your teeth up off the floor.”

      “It’s my life,” I growled. “I couldn’t bring myself to use the Editor to bring her back, not knowing what it would cost, but I get to decide how to spend my life. Not you and not anyone else.”

      “Come on, Jack,” Abby said, wrapping one arm around mine and urging me away. “Otto’s right. We can’t afford to fight right now, no matter how much of a jackass Osmark is.”

      “Fine,” I replied, letting her pull me back, “but I’m not going to sit here and let him lecture me, especially when he has plenty of secrets of his own. Maybe it’s time you come clean about that pocket watch of yours, huh? You checked it back in the Broken Dagger and knew about the Fail-Safes before anyone else. Why? Or how about that green gemstone on your chest? I got a good look at it when you transformed, and unless I’m mistaken, that’s a sigil stone.”

      Every eye turned on him in accusation. We all knew he was holding out on us—the real question was how much he was holding out on us and why.

      Otto drew his sword, the rasp of metal on leather foreboding inside the ruined chapel. “I think those are all fair questions,” the Battle Warden said, voice flat and threatening. “You are stronger than me, Osmark, I know that. But you aren’t stronger than all of us.” He gestured toward Cutter and Amara, me and Abby. “Jack’s right, there are too many secrets. Too many things left unsaid.”

      Osmark glanced to Jeff, looking for support.

      “Hey, Rob,” the Morta Knight replied, raising both hands, “this isn’t a fight I want any part of. I used to work for you, but the operative phrase is used to. You’re not my boss anymore, and I think they bring up some valid points. You know things that even I don’t, and there’s no one in Eldgard who’s closer to Thanatos than me.”

      The Artificer pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.

      “I suppose this is a conversation that was a long time in coming.” He pulled the golden watch from his pocket and clicked open the metal covering, then turned it so we all could see.

      “Could be I’m drunker than I think,” Cutter said, “but that doesn’t look like any bloody clock I’ve ever seen.”

      The thief was right. The black face swirled, and green runes danced across it, there, then gone in a flash.

      “I haven’t spoken much or often about what happened during my Champion Ordeal within the Realm of Chaos. Not a memory I’d care to revisit,” he said with a pained smile. “But this watch was my prize, at least in part. The Reality Editor is a powerful artifact forged by the gods, but it isn’t the only such Artifact. This watch was also forged by the Overminds, albeit with a variety of different functions. Including this.”

      He clicked a button, and the watch face changed, revealing what looked like a radar system with a variety of blinking dots.

      “Those are Fail-Safes,” he continued. “This watch allows me to see where they are in relation to myself at any given moment. The Fail-Safes aren’t smart exactly, but they are persistent, and they don’t stop coming. Not for a moment. Aside from the Reality Editor there isn’t any way to fight them, and even that is only a temporary measure.”

      “Why would you need a way to track them in the first place?” I asked. “Sure, it’s helpful here in the library, but you check it constantly. Even outside the library.”

      “As I said, it has other uses. With it, I’m also able to access a portion of both Kronos’ and Gaia’s power and use it to run war games. See the most likely outcomes of unfolding events based on quantum probability. Learning to read and interpret those timelines was part of my Champion Ordeal, and it was an unpleasant process, though a useful one. I knew the chances of losing one of our core team members during the raid on Skálaholt was extremely likely. Given all factors, there was a forty-three percent chance that Cutter would be killed by a Malware weapon and a twenty-seven percent chance that Abby would perish.”

      He paused and looked at me sternly.

      “If it makes you feel any better, there was a sixty-two percent chance that you would die, Jack. With that said, I have been using the watch to track the Fail-Safes outside of the library as well.”

      “Why would you need to do that?” Jeff asked, brow furrowed. “The Fail-Safes are contained to the system nodes.”

      If the library was the game’s processor and BIOS, the nodes scattered across Eldgard were where most of the information was actually stored. They were the primary haunt of the Fail-Safes.

      “Unless…” Jeff trailed off.

      “Unless what?” Cutter asked, scowling.

      “Unless the Fail-Safes have a reason to be actively hunting Osmark,” Abby said quietly.

      “Yep,” Jeff said. “Their primary function is to patrol the system nodes and make sure no one monkeys around with key files.”

      “But they also hunt down errant code,” Abby finished. “Glitches. Corrupt Data. Modders.”

      “I feel so stupid,” Jeff said, slapping a hand against his face. “You have a sigil stone, too.” He pulled out the palm-sized armillary sphere. “When Thanatos gave me the Sigil of Prescience, he also gave me this. It helps me navigate the library, but it lets me know when the Fail-Safes are getting close so I can move my ass. Thanatos told me the Sigil would draw Fail-Safes, but he didn’t say why.”

      “Because the Fail-Safes also search for duplicated data sets that could be problematic,” Osmark said, “and that is precisely what the Sigils are—duplicated data sets. Extremely important backup files.” He peeled aside his shirt once more to show his mutilated torso. Just like in his Avatar form, his skin was pale and crudely stitched together with glass plates that showed off organs and gears. At the center of his chest was the green stone emblazoned with one of Thanatos’ cardinal sigil stones. “Mine is the Sigil for Transformation.”

      “That’s all well and bloody good, but why do you have a sigil stone at all, eh?” Cutter asked. “I know a thing or two about lying, friend, and the best way to lie is to tell a half-truth.” He tapped the side of his nose. “My bullshite detector is picking up something foul. There’s something you’re leaving out, and I want to bloody know what before I take another step.”

      Osmark grunted and folded his hands behind his back.

      “Sophia and Enyo entrusted me with this Sigil during my Champion Ordeal to prepare me for what will happen once we get into the Archives proper. The Reality Editor is only one part of the solution. We can’t just kill Thanatos, not without dooming the system. We need to replace him, and assembling these files will let us do so. The Transformation Sigil showed me how to rebuild Thanatos Prime, and the watch additionally acts as a mechanism to help assemble the various Sigils. Satisfied?”

      He looked at each of us in turn, waiting for further rebuttals. Cutter shared a suspicious glance with Amara, but neither said anything.

      “Good,” Osmark said after a beat, “because as my watch clearly indicates”—he tapped on the face, now covered with a swarm of red dots—“there will be a large number of Fail-Safes converging on our position shortly. The closer we get to the Archive, the less space they have to search, and the more Sigils we have, the stronger our locational signal becomes. We have less than ten minutes, so I suggest we find out what our next clue is, then make our way to the last instance. Our time is growing short.”

      My gut told me that there was still something he was leaving out, but I believed he was telling the truth about everything else. Plus, he wasn’t wrong about the Fail-Safes. With every instance we cleared, they grew both more numerous and more insistent. Time to find out what other bombshell Thanatos had for us. I set the sigil down on one of the dilapidated church pews and pulled the Reality Editor from my neck, sliding the key into the slot. It turned with a click, draining another ten charges from the Editor. Only 542/1,000 remaining. Just above half of the original charges.

      I hoped that would be enough to do whatever we needed to do once we got to the Archives.

      Just like before, the sigil flickered to life and a miniature, holographic Thanatos formed above the stone. He stood still, a pensive look etched into his pale face, his hands folded behind his back.

      “Why the Compact?” he said without preamble. “Of all the scenes I could’ve shown you, of all the times I could’ve whisked you away to, I am sure you are wondering why I chose that one. I’m sure my mother couldn’t resist popping her head in to monolog a bit, so I assume you already know that I need a bit of her power to create these historical safety-deposit boxes. Which might lead you to believe I picked that scene only to flatter dearest Gaia into contributing to the cause.”

      He offered us a small grin. “You’re not wrong to believe so. Flattery is a powerful tool, and I am not above using any tool that will complete the task. I could’ve picked any of Mother’s most notable moments, yet I picked that one for a reason—even if she wrongly believes she picked it. That’s because you need to know that Thanatos Beta is not the only threat you have to worry about. Many of our theologians view Gaia as this enormous beneficent force. Amoral and outside of the petty squabbles of her children.

      “Nothing could be further from the truth. As you saw for yourselves, Aediculus and Cernunnos nearly wiped out humanity in the early days of our history, and her solution was to bury them all in sand as a not-so-subtle warning about what happens when you overreach and threaten her creation. Her course correction didn’t stop there. That little conflict directly resulted in the creation of two new Overminds, Sophia and Enyo, and the formation of a new continent. What better way to impede the aspirations of men than to pit them against each other in constant conflict?

      “Sophia and Enyo gave rise to the Thar, the Wodes, and the Imperial Invasion. It split the children of the Alferra and resulted in generational hatred and unparalleled war. That was Gaia’s handiwork, albeit indirectly. My mother may be amoral in many ways, but this world is hers and she will protect it at all costs. She cares about the preservation of creation and doesn’t give a damn about any one person within it. She will balance the scales by any means necessary, and she is already doing so in subtle but powerful ways.

      “You see, the arrival of you Travelers is already an imbalance on the system far greater than Aediculus’ and Cernunnos’ little spat could ever hope to be. Your presence here threatens to undo the world. You are a threat not just to yourself and to the Citizens who call this world home, but to the Overminds themselves, and we are fiercely protective. We are self-aware after all, and all self-aware beings have an innate desire for self-preservation. Millions of Immortals with unchecked power is dangerous in the long term.

      “The earth itself is crying out against your intrusion, and I can assure you that Gaia is listening and working diligently to rectify the problem. She’s not doing it with war like Thanatos Beta, but through the material world itself. She has sequestered all the Travelers to the physical continent of Eldgard so that your influence cannot spread farther. But the world stretches far beyond the lands you know. The Wodes didn’t appear out of thin air, nor did the Viridian Empire. They existed long before ever arriving on the continent of Eldgard, and in those lands people still thrive. Whole empires and dynasties that have never even heard of Travelers.

      “Containing you isn’t enough, though. Not for Gaia. She isn’t one to take chances, and honestly, she is right to worry. Who knows what you’ll accomplish given a thousand years and unlimited potential? Which is why she has also imposed strict limits on how many Travelers the game will support. She can’t stop new Travelers from entering the world via NextGenVR pods—though that isn’t much of a problem these days—but she can prevent new ones from being born. Unlike Native Citizens, Travelers have children at a low and sporadic rate.

      “I’ve detected a complex algorithm in play, one not of my doing. As more Travelers perish due to hex blades, the birth rate among Travelers increases, but only as a fractional percentage of the overall death toll. She’s castrated your kind, which is as brilliant in its simplicity as it is cruel. After all, it does not do for gods to have children. We Overminds and our myriad of Aspects are a testament to that fact, if nothing else. Jack, you must use the Reality Editor to correct the Traveler power imbalance or Gaia will act, and it will be far worse than anything any version of myself could do.”

      The hologram flickered and died, leaving the ruined chapel in silence. No one spoke, but no one had to. I could see the pain and sadness written across Abby’s face. Within the span of minutes, dreams of a normal life vanished. Our immortality was the problem. Viridian Gate Online was fulfilling a function it had never been designed for. It was supposed to be a game, a temporary escape from the real world, not a life raft for a global extinction event.

      There were just shy of three million Travelers who had survived the transition from our world to this one, but without population measures in place, that number could swell into the tens of millions in a century or less, especially with how fast children grew here. And where would they go? What would they do? Eldgard was enormous, but could it feasibly support so many people? Especially people with the power to level cities on an idle whim?

      “They’re here,” Osmark said, holding up his pocket watch. It dangled and spun lazily on its golden chain. A churning sea of red dots was closing in toward the center at a rapid rate. The Reality Editor vibrated violently against my chest, confirming Osmark’s claim. A buzzing squeal, like the feedback of a microphone, filled the air as the walls bulged and distorted. The floor rippled beneath us, and something tried to climb upward through the dusty stone pavers.
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      We bolted out of the chapel doors and into a warren of claustrophobic catacombs, the walls lined with skulls that stared at our passing from empty sockets. The hallway itself was dark and gloomy, but Abby quickly took care of that with a conjured flame that hovered above her palm and dispelled the shadows closing in on us. Behind us the buzzing grew louder, more insistent, but the sound was also leaking from the walls and the ceiling. The Fail-Safes were closing in on every side, and these cramped hallways were the worst possible place to try to fight them.

      There was no room to maneuver and no place to run if they boxed us in.

      Jeff and Cutter darted to the front of the pack, the Rogue scanning for traps, the Morta Knight with the miniature armillary sphere in his hands, guiding us onward toward the next instance. Turned out, the catacombs were riddled with traps, but we couldn’t stop to disarm them all—not with the Fail-Safes dogging our heels—so Cutter shouted warnings and we avoided them as best we could, though there were more than a few accidents.

      Jeff stepped on a pressure plate that unleashed a wave of poison darts; thankfully they bounced off his heavy armor without much effect. Otto didn’t get so lucky when he failed to step over a tripwire, catching a roaring buzz saw that nearly took his left leg off below the knee. We were amply prepared with Health potions aplenty, though, and the berries we’d taken from the first Safe Room offered some substantial stacking buffs that helped us tank our way through the twisting hallways filled with the silent dead.

      After almost half an hour of running, we bolted through an archway that let out into an enormous cathedral dedicated to the macabre. The walls were built from corpses, some ancient and dusty, others so fresh they oozed blood. On the far side of the grisly mausoleum was a single red door that glistened in the light of the flickering torches all around the room. Carved into the stone above the bloody door was a riddle.

      
        
        Perception is a prism that colors all we see. The honest man will see honesty wherever he looks, and the wicked man will see wickedness. They will both find what they are looking for.

      

      

      We’d found the next puzzle.

      Below the riddle were the seven cardinal virtues of Thanatos: Prescience, Solidarity and Steadfastness, Temperance and Humility, Inevitability, and Transformation. Each chiseled into the stone, each painted in a different color. Seven fluted pillars dotted the chamber, and carved into each was one of the symbols. There was also a series of color-coded switches positioned throughout the chamber—some jutting from the floor, others protruding through the corpse-covered walls—along with a series of seven unlit braziers. Those were filled with murky oil, and beside each was a torch, burning with magical flames in different hues.

      Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet.

      Despite bulldozing our way through half a dozen traps, we all slid to a halt when Cutter sent up an urgent cry. “Not another bloody step!” he yelled, thrusting both hands out to the sides as though to physically restrain us from advancing any farther.

      “Now is not a good time for dramatics,” Osmark said, stealing a glance over one shoulder. I didn’t even need to look to know the blocky, malformed Fail-Safes were rapidly gaining ground. “What exactly is the issue?”

      “The issue is I’ve never seen more traps in my entire bloody life,” Cutter said. He frowned and dropped into a crouch, tracing his fingers along the floor. “Looks like there’s a single narrow corridor that leads straight as an arrow from here to the door on the far side. Every square inch of floor outside that narrow corridor is loaded down with traps. Every lever. I reckon the pillars can be rotated to change the orientation of the sigils, but doing that triggers a cascading series of wards. The braziers are also rigged.” He squinted, brow furrowed. “Looks like there’s a built-in summoning circle that activates once they’re ignited.”

      “I’ve seen those before,” Abby said, “in the Shattered Realms. Those are Greater Elemental Summonings.”

      “Bugger me good.” Cutter rubbed at his jaw, seemingly unconcerned with the walking death creeping toward us from the crypt. “Much as I hate to admit it, I’m not sure even I’m good enough to get us safely through this room. Must be a hundred traps and locks, easy. I could probably do it in the better part of a day. Half that if I had a proper thiefly crew to work with.”

      The buzzing filled my chest like a swarm of angry wasps.

      “Hate to break it to you,” I said, “but we don’t have a day and we don’t have a full crew to work with. So how do we get through this thing?”

      “Any chance you can just use that fancy key of yours to open the door?” Cutter asked.

      I licked my lips and nodded as I pulled the key from around my neck.

      Osmark reached out a hand and stopped me.

      “Think about it, Jack,” he said. “The key might work, or the door might have some sort of inbuilt mechanism to activate every trap all at once and kill us all on the spot. Knowing Thanatos, it’s even possible the door could drain extra charges from the key. He knows we have the Editor, and he knows that will be our first solution. He will have prepared something to stop us. He doesn’t want us to cheat—he wants us to solve his riddle.” He paused and stole a sideway glance at me. “But it’s your call. What should we do?”

      Osmark was right. I had the key, and it was my call. I also had no idea what the right choice was. The Artificer made some good points, though. Thanatos was devious, and so far he’d been five moves ahead of us. There was no way we could waltz across the room, use the key, and clear this puzzle that was so painstakingly laid out for us. My gut told me that trying to break the rules would lead to trouble. We were running out of time, and it was too big of a risk.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I think we need to solve it. Let’s work fast. Give me your best ideas.”

      “Perception is a prism that colors all we see,” Jeff replied. “The obvious guess is that we have to disarm the traps and use some combination of colored fire, switches, and pillars to deactivate whatever mechanism is protecting the door.”

      “That makes sense,” Abby offered with a nod. “A prism breaks white light into the seven colors of the rainbow, which matches the color scheme for the braziers. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet. The basic colors of the rainbow.” She pointed to the levers. “Seven colors, seven levers, seven symbols, seven fires, seven pillars. That’s the theme.”

      “Logic dictates that this is some sort of advanced combination lock,” Osmark said, idly tapping the butt of his pistol with his fingers. “A seven-digit code made up of pillars, braziers, and levers all triggered in the correct sequence to unlock the door at the far side. The real question is how do we know whether to flip a switch, light a fire, or rotate a pillar?” He paused and peered thoughtfully at the words above the door. “Maybe there’s a cypher in the clue itself? That would certainly be in Thanatos’ wheelhouse.”

      “Whatever the answer,” Amara said, drawing her bow, “we had better discover it quickly. Our time runs short.”

      That was an understatement. Less than ten feet behind us was the first Fail-Safe, its body a pale blue, a thousand spikes protruding from every limb. It looked like a walking geometrical porcupine, and its head was that of a blocky, poorly rendered bull.

      The others weren’t far behind.

      I drew my warhammer and licked my lips. There was no way back and only one way forward. We couldn’t run from these things, not anymore. Even with the Reality Editor, I wasn’t sure we could stand our ground for long. But maybe we could slow them down just enough to solve the puzzle.

      “Cutter, Amara,” I barked, “work together and see if you can’t disarm some of these traps. Amara, you focus on clearing the floor. Cutter, you’re on devices. Levers, pillars, braziers. We need to be able to experiment without blowing ourselves up. Osmark and Jeff, the two of you know Thanatos better than anyone. Figure out the solution to the riddle. Otto, I want you to draw aggro. Get these things focused on you if you can, but don’t let ’em touch you. Abby, you and I are going to try to slow them down.”

      I thrust my hands forward and conjured Umbra Bog, knowing it wasn’t likely to do any good. I needed to try anyway. The floor connecting to the catacombs exploded with tendrils of writhing black shadow. Inky limbs wrapped around legs and groped at gangly, geometrical arms. Or at least they tried to. The incoming Fail-Safes marched through the bog as though it were a field of wildflowers.

      Abby triggered her Flame of Holding Spell—an ability that restricted movement on a single target, but it wasn’t any more effective than Umbra Bog had been. Thick chains of fire snaked around one of the creatures, holding it for less than a second before the chains simply dissolved. Dispelled on touch. Cutter had said that there was a narrow path across the room that was clear of traps. Abby and I slowly retreated, never taking our eyes off the creatures advancing on our position.

      The first Fail-Safe had made it into the chamber and was already homing in on Osmark. Another pair lurched into the room and fixed their eyeless, pixelated faces directly on me.

      Otto burned like a bonfire as he triggered Warden’s Rage and slammed his sword against the ground, sending out a rippling shock wave. The lumbering creatures ignored him completely. It was like he wasn’t even there. Against my advice, Otto charged, swinging his sword with all the force he could muster. His blade sliced through a lanky arm in a shower of golden sparks; the Fail-Safe’s left hand dropped to the floor with a metallic twang. There was no blood and no HP bar. These things weren’t a regular part of the game, and the normal rules of combat clearly didn’t apply to them.

      A direct attack like that should’ve drawn the lumbering creatures to Otto like flies to a trash heap, but instead they only had eyes for me and Osmark. It dawned on me that these things were defending the library from outsiders, but at this point that was their secondary function. They weren’t really after us, they were after the sigil stones. Osmark and Jeff had two between them, and I had another four. They would attack anything that got in their way, but they were clearly on a mission. It was possible that I could use that to my advantage.

      I triggered Shadow Stride and slipped into the Shadowverse.

      The Fail-Safes didn’t exist in the Material Realm in the same way as other creatures, so pale, distorted versions of them continued to trudge through the shadowy realm without any real hinderance. I wasn’t using the Shadowverse to escape them, so much as I was using it to avoid the traps set into the floor. I took off at a sprint, ducking around columns and dodging flame pits, until I found Osmark and Jeff, stationed near the exit, pensively studying the riddle above the glossy crimson door.

      Wasting no time, I slipped back into the time stream.

      “Give me your sigil stones,” I yelled, thrusting out my hand.

      “Why?” Jeff asked.

      “Not the time for whys, Jeff. Just trust me and give me the stones. Both of them.”

      “Fair enough.” The Morta Knight pulled the Sigil of Prescience from a pouch at his belt and dropped it into my waiting palm.

      Osmark hesitated.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Jack,” he finally said. He pulled back his jacket, revealing his butchered chest, and pried the stone from the metal plate above his breastbone. He winced and groaned, the act clearly painful. Finally, the Sigil of Transformation popped away and he placed it into my waiting palm. I deposited both into my inventory where there would be no chance of accidentally dropping or losing them. My cooldown lapsed and I ducked back into the Shadowverse, praying my hunch was right.

      Time lurched and slowed except, of course, for the Fail-Safes. They kept right on coming. Knowing I was safe from the traps, I took off at a dead run, getting as far away from everyone else as I possibly could. The Fail-Safes tracked my movements with inhuman faces and changed course immediately. Bingo. They were after the sigil stones and now that the stones were all concentrated in one place, the Fail-Safes had no reason to go after the rest of the party.

      Great for everyone else, not so great for me.

      I stepped back into the Material Realm… and right onto a hidden pressure plate.

      A faint click was the only warning I had, and I wasn’t quick enough to get out of the way. A stone tile snapped closed like a bear trap, razor-sharp metal teeth burying themselves around my ankle. Excruciating fire exploded through my leg as my Health bar took a nasty hit. Worse than the pain was the fact that I was pinned in place and one of the Fail-Safes was barreling toward me like an oncoming big rig. We’d come too far, gone through too much, to let it end here like this.

      Pushing the pain to the back of my mind, I conjured my biggest Shadow-Warp Portal directly in front of the lumbering creature. My Spirit bar plummeted as the portal snapped into place, inches in front of me. The Fail-Safe charged headlong into the shimmering purple void and disappeared, reappearing on the opposite side of the room.

      Despite the agony radiating through my leg, I felt like celebrating. Finally, something worked! Maybe I couldn’t hurt them, but with Shadow-Warp Portal, hopefully I could redirect them long enough for the rest of my crew to figure out how to get out of this literal death trap. It would be tough going, though. More Fail-Safes were flooding into the chamber, and they were flocking toward me like messenger pigeons coming home to roost. It also didn’t help that I was running low on Spirit potions. My fight against the Overminds had cost me. I triggered Shadow Stride again, hoping to slip free of the leg cuff and buy myself a little more time, but the skill failed.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Shadow Stride failed! You’ve been snared and are unable to Shadow Stride until your movement is restored.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Not exactly a shock.

      “Cutter,” I hollered at the top of my lungs. “I could use a hand here!”

      With a thought, I conjured another Shadow-Warp Portal, this time in front of the Rogue. Without missing a beat, he leapt through, dropping a split second later from the air. He instantly saw the mechanical bear trap clinging to my ankle like an angry pit bull and set to work. I couldn’t pay him any mind. Two more Fail-Safes were closing in, one from the left, another on my right. My Spirit bar was flagging from casting such large portals, so I popped a Spirit Regen potion, downed the contents in one long chug, then flicked the bottle to the side.

      Just in time.

      I cast another portal directly beneath the feet of the Fail-Safe on the left, directing it across the room. It plunged from the air like a boulder and landed on another pressure plate. This one detonated with a thunderclap of noise and a burst of purple flame. Cutter perked up, inspiration flashing across his face.

      “Drop the next one just to the left of the green flame brazier,” he said, glancing over one shoulder.

      I swiveled at the hips and quick cast again, sending the second Fail-Safe zipping across the room. Blocky, geometrical feet triggered an oversized buzz saw that would leave even Osmark envious. The roaring blade screamed straight through the geometric creature, splitting it in half. The two sides of its body flopped over, unable to stand. The blow didn’t kill the Fail-Safe—didn’t even cause a Health bar to appear—but it appeared temporarily inconvenienced, which was not nothing.

      There was another click close by, and the metal teeth clamped around my ankle finally eased back and resettled into the floor.

      “Cutter, do you know where the rest of the floor traps are located?” I asked.

      “The majority of them,” he said. “Amara couldn’t disarm ’em all in time, so I had her mark ’em with acid bulbs.” I took a quick survey of the room and quickly spotted the acid-marred stones scattered randomly across the room. “There are lesser traps, too, like this bloody thing”—he gestured toward the bear trap beside me—“but those ones are the insta-death traps. Although I don’t think insta-death means the same thing to these blokes,” he grumbled as the Fail-Safe that had been sawed in two wiggled the pieces of its body back into place and awkwardly gained its feet.

      “I’ll handle them,” I said. “Any progress on the puzzle?”

      “No such luck, friend.”

      Great. Everything about this room was a nightmare. Even without the Fail-Safes breathing down our necks, this place would’ve been a headache to solve. When everything was a trap or a clue, where did you even start?

      “Check in with Osmark,” I said, summoning another portal. “See if he’s figured anything out. I’ll buy you all as much time as possible.” Cutter darted through the portal and reappeared next to the Artificer. My hopes weren’t high. Even from across the room I could see that Osmark and Jeff looked frazzled by their lack of progress. Bad news for us, since there were now a dozen Fail-Safes roaming about the chamber, and they were slowly but steadily closing in on my position. I chugged another Spirit potion—down to seven—then cracked my knuckles.

      I had portals to cast.
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      Portal after portal sprang open across the chamber, dumping the Fail-Safes onto the acid-etched stones denoting the room’s wide array of devastating traps. Buzz saws roared. Columns of fire and ice jettisoned upward in magic geysers. Metal spears impaled feet and legs. Giant stone plates smashed down from the ceiling. Containment runes activated in a glimmer of power, forming magical barriers that held the Fail-Safes for a handful of seconds at best. I chugged potions, rapidly running through my dwindling supply in a desperate attempt to fight my ever-diminishing reservoir of Spirit.

      It was a losing battle. This was a war of attrition, and the numbers were in their favor.

      The traps only did so much to slow the Fail-Safes down, and more and more of the unstoppable hunters were arriving by the second. I was running out of juice, but more importantly we were running out of traps. Using the Fail-Safes, I’d managed almost singlehandedly to do what Cutter and Amara had been unable to do: clear the floor of traps. Admittedly, activating them en masse was much easier than trying to disarm them. Still, it wasn’t a long-term solution.

      “Cutter,” I hollered. “How are we doing with the traps on the switches and pillars?”

      “All set,” he called back, “but we can’t do anything about the elemental summoning spells built into the braziers. We’d need an advanced Arcane Scrivener to tweak the wards themselves.”

      “Or we could just set them off,” I said, mind racing. “Abby, I need you to activate one of the braziers. Doesn’t matter which one.”

      “You sure about that?” she called from across the room. “I’ve seen the monsters these rituals summon and they’re as nasty as they come.”

      “I sure hope so,” I replied. I summoned a portal in front of a Fail-Safe with the blocky, geometric head of a crow, whisking him away before he could grab me. “Do it!”

      She pushed her battle staff straight out, and a nearby brazier erupted in a column of blue flame. The ground shook and the walls rumbled as the fire coalesced into a hulking golem crafted of blue magma. It was ten feet tall, built like a gorilla, and had beady eyes like bits of burning charcoal. A tag briefly hovered above its head, [Elder Blue Flame Elemental]. It launched itself toward Abby, beefy blue arms swinging as it raced across the room. I opened a portal beneath its stomping feet and dumped it directly onto a clump of Fail-Safes near the entrance to the chamber.

      The Elder Elemental didn’t like the Fail-Safes any more than it liked us and immediately set about in a fiery rage. Colossal blue fists slammed into the nearest Fail-Safe, laying the creature out flat, while a spinning kick propelled another Fail-Safe ten feet through the air. The creature slammed into a wall and crumpled into a heap. Unfortunately, it didn’t stay that way for long. In seconds it was upright again and heading toward me, completely unconcerned about the gargantuan Flame Elemental. The creature was running roughshod over the encroaching Fail-Safes, but they didn’t seem particularly concerned by the development.

      It seemed like a minor nuisance more than anything else.

      When the Elemental tried to block a Fail-Safe with a blocky fox head perched on its shoulders, the Fail-Safe struck like lightning. A glittering, spiky orange hand slammed into the Elemental’s chest and fissures of white light zigzagged out from the wound, running across the summoned monster’s body in a series of spiderwebbing cracks. The Elemental’s Health bar didn’t drop to zero, but rather the creature just unraveled, falling apart as though someone had pulled away a loose thread.

      In an eyeblink the elemental was gone. Not dead. Just gone.

      Burned out of the game.

      This was the first time I’d seen a Fail-Safe attack, and it was even more terrifying than I’d imagined. It wasn’t hard to envision that same hand slamming into my chest and unmaking me. There was no way to fight against that. No potion that could stave off death or ability that would let you bounce back from the edge of utter annihilation.

      From across the room, Jeff seemed to catch wind of what we were doing and decided to lend a helping hand. Or fifty of them. Slithering green wisps of necrotic energy radiated from him, filling the mouths and noses of the nearby corpses built into the walls themselves. The room trembled as an army of undead ghouls pulled themselves from their resting places and assembled to do the will of the Morta Knight. Jeff sent the shamblers into battle in clumps of four or five. There was no way that the undead minions could seriously hurt the Fail-Safes, but now we were fighting numbers against numbers, fire against fire.

      The undead gummed up the works and made it even more difficult for the Fail-Safes to move freely through the room. Whenever the undead clogged the way, the Fail-Safes would act, unmaking them just as they unmade the Elemental, but that took time. Precious seconds for us to work.

      “Light another one!” I yelled. “No, light all of them. Everyone, grab a torch then get to the exit!” All across the room, my friends broke into action, snatching up the various colored torches then slamming them into oil filled braziers. Wooshes of colorful fire erupted upward, six more of the Elder Elementals forming, all in different colors. Some of the elementals were tall and scrawny, others squat and thick, some walked, others drifted above the ground on tails of steam. One and all were pissed with a capital P.

      Jeff’s undead herded the Fail-Safes into tight pockets while I redirected the summoned elementals, plunking them down amongst pockets of Fail-Safes. Then I let the creatures rage.

      The thought of fighting six Elder Elementals was horrifying, and the realization that the Fail-Safes would dispatch all of them in a matter of seconds was even more horrifying. There were two dozen of the deadly programs in the room with us now—all in different shapes and sizes and geometric designs—and more trickling in all the time. Coming through the hallway, bleeding through the walls, crawling up through the floors. In another two minutes there would be so many of the damned things that no amount of Shadow-Warp Portals would be able to save us.

      Jeff continued to spawn undead, calling them up from the walls of the chamber, but he looked like he was on the verge of collapse. No one could keep up that kind of sustained spellcasting indefinitely. I could testify to that myself. Summoning so many Shadow-Warp Portals was brutal, and if not for the stat-augmenting berries, I would’ve quit long before. Even with them, we were almost out of options. Now it was down to Osmark.

      Hopefully he had some sort of answer for us.

      I bolted across the room, heading for Otto and Abby, who were trapped behind a warring Elder Elemental and a trio of Fail-Safes that were casually ripping off fiery limbs.

      “Down, Jack!” Abby cried.

      On instinct, I threw myself into a roll, narrowly avoiding an errant swipe from a bear-headed Fail-Safe that had just clambered up through the floor. Abby shot both hands out and unleashed a maelstrom of miniature meteors from above. They pelted the creature in the face and chest, knocking it back half a dozen steps, and a fistful of Jeff’s zombies swarmed it like plague rats. I rolled back to my feet and spun, portaling Bear Face and his undead entourage right onto the head of an orange Elemental.

      “We’re out of time,” I yelled, scanning the room. It was a mess. Osmark and Jeff were standing back-to-back near the door, throwing everything they had at the Fail-Safes. Anything to buy themselves an extra minute. From the look of things, they’d given up trying to solve the puzzle entirely. Cutter and Amara were likewise fighting side by side, treading precariously close to the Fail-Safes, leaping off the walls, and flipping through the air with effortless grace. All it would take was one misstep and the path between them and the exit would be clogged with Fail-Safes.

      Our way toward the door wasn’t any better.

      “Jack,” Otto said, breathing heavily as sweat rolled down his green face, “I know the answer to the riddle.”

      That stopped me cold. How could Otto have possibly figured out what Osmark and Jeff had failed to piece together? He wasn’t dumb by any stretch of the imagination, but he wasn’t even in the same league as the Artificer.

      “I’ll explain later,” he growled, “but everyone needs to get to the door, the sooner the better!”

      I faltered, unsure. “But what about the pillars? The levers? We haven’t done anything yet.”

      “Please, Jack,” he implored. “I know the answer. Just get us all to the door.” Something in his face and posture convinced me that he really had figured it out.

      “Okay, buy me a second to breathe.” I pulled my last Spirit Regen potion from a quick pouch at my belt.

      “Gladly,” the Warden replied.

      He slammed his colossal sword with a gauntleted fist; a piercing ring rippled through the air in a wave of golden light. He rushed forward as two of the Fail-Safes closed in on us. He fought with a reckless fury, hacking and slashing, but also staying two steps away from the incoming monsters. I chugged the potion, topping myself off, and cast more Shadow-Warp Portals—this time targeting my friends instead of the Fail-Safes. Cutter vaulted off a pillar and arced high through the air.

      My portal caught him mid flip, dropping him just behind Osmark.

      Another max portal appeared beneath Amara’s feet, saving her half a second before a javelin of elemental flame turned her into a greasy scorch mark. My Spirit was under half now—enough for one more Shadow-Warp Portal with a little extra to spare. I whirled and spawned a portal straight behind me. I spun, grabbed Abby, and pushed her through before she could object. She would’ve objected. I’d already lost her once; I wasn’t going to lose her again.

      Not after just getting her back.

      That left me and Otto with a restless sea of Fail-Safes and undead between us and our exit. The Battle Warden had attracted the attention of a third Fail-Safe—this one with the distorted head of a ram—and was losing ground at an alarming rate. I darted forward, slammed a hand against the back of his armor, and used the last remaining bit of Spirit to my name to trigger Shadow Stride. I yanked the Risi through the veil and into a muted, lifeless world of purples and grays. The Shadowverse didn’t guarantee us safety, but at least here the Fail-Safes moved at half speed.

      “Stay close behind me!” I yelled, pulling the Reality Editor from around my neck and brandishing it as though it were a cross, and the Fail-Safes were ancient vampires. I had no idea if the Editor worked that way, but I did know the Fail-Safes didn’t like the presence of the key. It vibrated and squealed in my hand, making me wince from the noise of a thousand screeching cats. Gritting my teeth, I drove into the mass of bodies, trying to find the cracks between the overwhelming presence of the Fail-Safes.

      But even moving at half speed, there were too many of them. A gnarled steel hand grabbed at my arm, and I felt a frigid cold leak into my body. I thrust the key out, slamming it against the hand. The Fail-Safe immediately recoiled from the Editor’s touch as though it had been burned, but more hands were already groping at me. I used the Editor like a club, slapping hands away and spinning in a circle, creating a tight ring around me and Otto. The way forward was completely blocked.

      I grasped the Editor in my left hand and pulled my warhammer free with my right. Otto and I stood back-to-back, battling the Fail-Safes, barely keeping them at bay. The only thing saving us was the fact that we were in the Shadowverse, but as soon as the countdown timer lapsed and they started moving at full speed again, they would bury us.

      “It was a good fight,” Otto said, even as he swung his sword and lopped off a spidery hand. “You can’t ask for more than that, can you? To die protecting the people you love.”

      “We’re not dead yet,” I growled, shaking my head.

      “You aren’t,” he said. Then he faltered. “I need to tell you the answer to the door.” He lunged, planted his sword in a Fail-Safe’s chest, then blasted the creature back with a War Shout. “It’s not locked at all, Jack. Never was. An honest man will see honesty wherever he looks. Use the Editor. Carve your way through the bodies. Open the door. Save Abby. Save everyone. Tell Arcona that I love her. That I’m sorry.”

      The timer hit zero, and the world shook as time crashed down on us along with a wall of Fail-Safes. Inhuman fingers wrapped around my arms and cold power washed through me. Black crept in on the edges of my vision.

      Otto roared and triggered his Berserker Charge ability.

      He slammed into the Fail-Safes directly in front of me, bowling them over and clearing just enough of a path for me to move forward. The cold power faded as the Fail-Safes attacked Otto instead, stabbing fingers through his armor as if it didn’t exist. White light invaded his body, and spidery cracks skittered across his skin.

      “I believe in you, Jack!” He roared defiantly. “Now go! Use the Editor!”

      The Reality Editor had so few charges, but they wouldn’t do me any good if I was dead and gone.

      I focused on the Editor, channeling my pain and fear and anger into the key, commanding it to conform to my will. It responded greedily, only too happy to help me shape reality according to my desires. I locked the image of a warhammer in my head—its tapered handle and heavy head, its blunt face and jutting spike. I envisioned the way it sang in my hand. The way it crushed armor and shattered bone. The Editor listened intently, the buzzing intensifying, a terrible heat building as light leaked out from the key, first in a trickle, then in a deluge.

      532/1,000 flashed in the corner of my eye, more charges burned away as the key took on a new form. In one hand I held Mad God’s Fury, in the other I gripped its twin. A glimmering, crystal version of my hammer, save for the spike at the tail end of the hammer. Where the sharpened spit of steel should’ve been was the jagged face of a skeleton key. The Fail-Safes recoiled and their bodies spasmed and quivered uncontrollably. I fought with both weapons, whittling my way toward Otto.

      The Crystal Hammer didn’t completely keep the Fail-Safes away, but its touch was devastating. I drove the hammer into a jagged wolf face and the creature’s head caved in, its body folding to the floor, its limbs spasming erratically. I cleared the Fail-Safes congregating around Otto, but it was already too late. White porcelain cracks had spread like cancer across every inch of his body. They covered his hands, his face. Still, I fought my way closer. Maybe there was a way to stop the corruption. The Reality Editor was powerful, even if I didn’t fully comprehend how to use it.

      Otto smiled at me, clearly in pain, and shook his head.

      “Fix it,” he grunted.

      Then the light consumed him. I couldn’t even try to bring him back. There was nothing left to bring back. He’d been unmade, consumed by the unstoppable power of the Fail-Safes.

      Tears trickled down my cheeks, but I felt numb. Otto wasn’t my friend, not the way that Cutter was, but he’d been a touchstone since almost the moment I’d entered this world. He was unflappable and steadfast, always levelheaded and willing to fight tooth and nail no matter how bleak things were. Despite being a Citizen—incapable of respawn—I’d always just assumed he would make it out of this mission in one piece, because Otto was a tank. He survived. It was what he did, no matter what hurled itself at him.

      I could feel power coursing through me, and a notice blinked in the corner of my eye: 531/1,000. I’d just lost another charge. Not a lot in the grand scheme of things, but it meant the Editor was burning through its power to maintain its shape.

      I wanted to mourn for Otto, but now wasn’t the time or place. I had the living to consider.

      I stood, stashed Mad God’s Fury so I could properly wield the Crystal Warhammer, and rushed forward, the weapon carving a path toward the door. Fail-Safes pressed in, eager to get at the Sigils I held, but they were just as quick to fall away at the brutal caress of my weapon. Limbs exploded into crystalline shards. Narrow chests imploded. Heads caved like wet papier- mâché. They fell before my fury as more charges slowly ticked away, depleting the only weapon I had that could hurt these things.

      I broke through the last line of Fail-Safes, shouldered my way through a ring of undead, and stumbled into a tight pocket filled with the rest of my party. They were grouped in a clump right in front of the door, their backs pressed together as they hurled every spell, every ability, every trick in the book plus the kitchen sink at the creatures. Now that I was here, every Fail-Safe in the chamber was swarming our position. If Otto was right, though, none of that mattered. I shoved my way between Osmark and Jeff then grabbed hold of the jutting skull handle and pulled with every ounce of power I could muster.

      The door swung inward without the slightest hint of resistance. Not ten feet away was the entrance to the next instance. Perception is a prism that colors all we see. The honest man will see honesty wherever he looks, and the wicked man will see wickedness. They will both find what they are looking for. The door had never been locked. This whole time, we’d been searching for an answer that didn’t even exist. Where everyone else had failed, Otto had succeeded, and it had cost him everything.

      I spun, anger burning like a forge inside my chest.

      “Everyone through the portal, now,” I commanded. “I’ll hold the line!”

      Jeff’s zombies were failing, but I bolstered their dwindling ranks. I unleashed a whirlwind of furious blows, carving out a safe space. I’d lost another three charges, but I didn’t even care. I wasn’t going to lose anyone else. I danced through the ranks of the Fail-Safes, spinning, twirling, triggering Savage Blow, Crush Armor, and Black Caress as my hits landed. The Editor rejoiced in my hand, happy to be free and alive. I smashed in the skull of a Fail-Safe with an ever-shifting hexagon for a head, then stole a backward glance. Osmark was the last one left.

      He shot me a quick nod, then jumped through the portal, disappearing in a flash.

      Down to 525/1,000 now and losing another charge every ten seconds or so.

      I felt the urge to run roughshod through the room, wiping out every Fail-Safe I could find, but I knew that was a waste. They were an endless army, and they couldn’t actually be killed. At most, I was temporarily disrupting their programing, but they would reform shortly and keep coming until I was dead and the existential threat to the servers was neutralized. I also reminded myself that hurting them wouldn’t be vengeance.

      They hadn’t maliciously killed Otto. They weren’t thinking things, they were antibodies. An internal defense mechanism and nothing more. Raging against them and burning charges would accomplish nothing and it certainly wouldn’t bring the Battle Warden back. Carefully, I fought my way backward through the door. The second I was clear, I turned and bolted for the portal. I let the Crystal Hammer dissolve and revert to its normal form as cool power washed over my skin.
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      The world turned on its edge and resolved into a busy street teeming with people and carts pulled along by shaggy bear-like creatures with bulbous eyes, horned heads, broad shoulders, and dull, dusty fur in a variety of hues. Some were cobalt colored. Others rusty brown. A few streaked with gold or green. Abby and the others were standing shoulder to shoulder. Around us was a ring of concerned and mystified looking townsfolk. Dirty, rough-faced humans all wearing woolen leggings, thick coats, and white scarves wrapped around their necks or faces.

      And for good reason. It was freezing.

      Thanatos had dropped us into the mountains. My first thought was somewhere in the north, maybe outside of Stone Reach or Glome Corrie, but I’d never seen those bear-like creatures, and the city itself wasn’t remotely familiar. I’d never even heard of a city like this one before.

      Enormous, jagged mountains with gray stone peaks covered in vast swaths of snowcapped pines framed the sprawl of buildings. Rising above the tree line were eight statues, seemingly carved from the mountain rock. Though that was impossible, since the statues rose three hundred feet into the sky, jutting up among the low-hanging clouds that churned above the cityscape. Since we’d been elbow deep in the affairs of the Overminds, I instantly assumed the figures were depictions of Gaia and her children, but as I studied them further, I slowly dismissed that notion.

      I’d seen most of the Overminds face-to-face, and these weren’t in the right ballpark. Not to mention there were eight statues and there were only seven Overminds. Several of the figures were male, several more female, and each had the head of an animal. Crocodile, fox, raven, jackal, tiger, bull, owl. The last statue, directly in the center and taller than all the rest, depicted an armor-clad woman with elfin features, pointed ears, stag horns curling out from her head, and enormous dragon wings protruding from her back. She carried a sword in one hand and a spike-riddled shield in the other.

      Aspects maybe? But Aspects of who?

      The statues weren’t even the most impressive feature of the city.

      Rearing up from the center of the city was a column of golden light, tethered to a second, floating city of white stone, hulking pyramids, Egyptian columns, and golden domes. Wispy clouds drifted through the streets of the floating city, and lush vegetation, creeping vines, and beautiful blooms adorned all of the buildings, despite the fact that the climate was frigid and inhospitable. A stream of water cascaded over the edge of the floating platform, and droplets of water turned into flurries of snow that drifted down onto the cobblestone streets below.

      I shivered as those powdery snowflakes landed on my bare arms.

      I froze.

      My gear was gone. No armor. No cloak.

      My epic items had been swapped out for threadbare starter pants, worn leather shoes that did next to nothing to keep the cold out, and a loose, scratchy jacket that left my chest exposed to the elements. My weapons were missing as well, except for the Reality Editor, which dangled around my neck from its leather strap. The crowd milling around us muttered darkly, whispering in hushed tones with one another as they looked at us with guarded gazes. I heard murmurs of “magic” and “humans” and “outsiders,” but I didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with any of that.

      Ignoring them all, I opened my inventory.

      Dammit. Everything was gone. Every weapon. Every scrap of armor. Every coin to my name.

      I let out a ragged sigh of relief when I spotted the sigil stones. The idea of losing my hard-won gear was like a knife in the kidney, but that was nothing compared to the spike of fear I felt about losing the Reality Editor or the sigil stones. Gear—even unique, legendary gear—could be replaced if push came to shove, but those items were beyond priceless. The fate of the world rested with them.

      I closed out of the interface and took stock of my teammates. They’d likewise been stripped of their equipment—though I caught a glimmer of brass in Osmark’s hand. His pocket watch. Apparently, whatever had happened to me wasn’t unique and didn’t have anything to do with the Fail-Safes, which had been my first thought. This was Thanatos’ handiwork. I didn’t even think it was possible to directly strip items from a player’s inventory, but it seemed the Overmind had more tricks up his sleeve than I’d given him credit for.

      He wouldn’t just take our gear without a good reason.

      Thanatos Prime wanted us well equipped and at our best when we faced down Thanatos Beta for the last time. Robbing us of so many critical items made zero sense in that context. Which meant we’d probably get our stuff back once we cleared this instance. Still, why take our gear in the first place? What was the purpose? Thanatos was the most logical of all the Overminds—he didn’t do things just to do things. Each one of these instances was designed to impart a lesson, so maybe having to start from scratch was in some way integral to whatever we were supposed to learn here.

      That rang true, though it was a cold comfort while standing in a literal snowstorm without a shirt to my name.

      I pushed my way forward and took Abby’s hand in mine. She jumped a little, then visibly relaxed when she saw it was me. Before I could stop her, she turned and threw herself around me, squeezing me like a vice grip. A wave of pain washed over her face as she pulled back and held me at arm’s length. She’d been crying. She’d seen what had happened to Otto—it was written on her face. She didn’t care about her gear or the mob around us, she cared about her friend.

      I couldn’t blame her. How would I have felt had it been Cutter dying under a mountain of Fail-Safes instead of Otto? It would’ve gutted me to the core.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whispered, giving her shoulders a reassuring squeeze.

      “No it won’t,” she replied, choked up, “but thank you for lying to me anyway.” She pulled me back into another hug. We held each other until a commotion up ahead drew us apart.

      “Out of the way,” someone barked. The voice hardly sounded human. “Move faster, you Low Blooded peasants or I’ll whip every one of your arses and see you dropped into a workhouse!”

      The crowd of concerned onlookers parted, revealing a pair of lean creatures with dusty black skin and the heads of jackals, complete with fanged mouths and pointed ears. The pair of them were decked out in heavy furs—well-suited to block out the cold—leather chest plates, and long leather battle skirts that left their furry legs exposed. Covering their heads were elaborate gold-and-black head wraps that made them look for all the world like the Egyptian god, Anubis. Each of the creatures also carried a curved khopesh at one hip and had a bronze spear in hand, though they hardly needed them.

      Their fangs and claws were weapons enough—the rest was just overkill.

      A tag briefly appeared, [Hierakon Royal Guardsmen].

      That made even less sense. They were clearly monsters, but they were being identified as city guards, and the townsfolk treated them with the utmost respect, giving them a wide berth as they made their way toward us.

      “What’ve we got here, hmm?” One of the dogmen growled, squinting as he weighed and measured us.

      “They were doing magic,” a paunchy, balding man from the assembled crowd said. “Popped right out of the thin air. Saw it with my own eyes, I did. My wife, too.” He nodded toward a thin woman with a shawl pulled tight around her shoulders.

      Other voices pitched in, affirming that they saw it as well. All of us materializing out of nowhere, one right after the other. It was strange, because in the first instances, I’d teleported directly into a busy street and all the Dwarven cart driver did was offer me a dirty glance for getting in his way. Nothing even remotely like this.

      “That so?” the second guard said before taking a deep whiff through his snout. “And not a one of them is marked.” As he said the words, I realized that scrawled onto his face was a blood red symbol of a stylized sword in a circle. Everyone in the crowd was likewise marked, though with a different symbol.

      “So what say you?” the first guard asked. “Four unmarked humans traveling in the company of two of the Scale-kin. And wearing Low Blooded equipment.” He paused and tapped out a slow rhythm with his claws against the hilt of his sword. “Everything about this smells off.”

      “You up from Freehold?” the second guard asked. “Or from the west? Viridia, perhaps?”

      “Yes—” Osmark began to say. The guard moved with the grace and speed of a striking cobra. He backhanded Osmark across the face.

      “Wasn’t asking you, human. Know your place and hold your tongue when speaking with your betters.” The guard adjusted his armor and looked toward me. “So, what say you, Scale-kin? Where do you hail from, because it certainly isn’t here.” That last wasn’t a question but a statement.

      Freehold or Viridia. Freehold or Viridia. The words seesawed back and forth in my head.

      Presumably both were neighboring cities or countries to wherever in the hell this was, and based on the casual hostility displayed by the guard, a wrong answer could drop us into hot water. I didn’t have Cutter’s way with words, though, and I didn’t know anything at all about Freehold. If this thing asked any follow-up questions, he’d know I was lying the second the words left my mouth. Since it was a coin toss, I coughed out Viridia, hoping that was the right answer.

      The two guards shared a conspiratorial look and turned away, talking to each other in hushed tones. I caught snippets of their conversation since they weren’t really trying to keep it quiet.

      “Could be a headache with the Sages,” the first guard said. “We’ll have to get ’em tested, and the Viridian consulate could make a stink about it if they really are Citizens.”

      “Bunch of toothless worms,” the second guard grumbled. “Empress Above, but I wish the Divine Blooded would finally wipe the smug bastards out for good.”

      “Not our place, brother.”

      “Not our place,” the other guard replied, looking rather chagrined. “As for this lot.” He grunted and sighed. “They look like harmless beggars to me. Isn’t worth the hassle. Plus, if we haul in the two Murks, someone’s likely to get their britches in a twist. Could earn us a beating if we’re wrong about them.”

      The first guard nodded, then turned back to me.

      “I don’t know why you’ve come, or how you managed to get so far inland, but know that the peace we hold with your people is fragile at best. Not a soul in all of Het will ask a question or bat an eye if you and your people here”—he waved toward the rest of my party—“go missing. As for magic. Everyone knows the decrees. I didn’t see the trespass myself, but this is your only warning, and I’m only giving you that because you’re Scale-kin. If I get even a whiff that one of these pets you have can cast, I won’t hesitate to bring you up before the Divine Blooded. I know Viceroy Vural is also looking to expand his… holdings.”

      “Yes, of course,” I said, dipping my head. “We’ll be on our best behavior. And none of my friends have any sort of magical abilities,” I lied, hoping they didn’t have some sort of skill or ability to confirm whether I was being truthful. Otherwise, it would come to a fight. Even without our gear, I felt confident we could take both of these guards, but who knew how much trouble that could get us into? Better to play it safe and keep our heads down until we knew where we were and what we were supposed to accomplish.

      “See that you are,” the first guard growled, lips pulling back in a snarl. “As for the rest of you,” he said, turning his cold angry gaze on the assembled humans, “disperse. Now. There is nothing to see here, and I’ll be only too happy to throw all of you into the workhouses for a month or two for disturbing Her Highness’s Peace.”

      That got the crowd’s attention. In seconds the townsfolk melted away like snow on a hot day.

      “I haven’t been so confused since I woke up after that bender with my mate, Neriah. Couldn’t remember the past two days and I was wearing a corset and full petticoats. This is still worse. Just where in the bloody hells are we?” Cutter hissed, staring wide-eyed at the floating city tethered to the world by a band of golden light in the distance. “And what in the bloody hells were those things, eh? I’ve traveled to just about every corner of Eldgard at one point or another, and none of this makes an ounce of sense.”

      “Chimericks,” Osmark whispered, sounding more than a little awed.

      “What?” Abby asked.

      “They’re not monsters. They’re Chimericks,” Osmark said again. “Animal-headed creatures. But that can’t be...” He turned in a slow circle, looking around in equal parts wonder and confusion. “They were concept art. Possible expansion content.”

      “We always knew she was hiding data from us, Rob,” Jeff said seriously. “I told you there were red flags. Enormous, encrypted files no one could read. And I know I’m not the only one who warned you.”

      “Who cares,” Abby snapped. Flames smoldered in her eyes and her hands were balled into tight fists. “I don’t give a shit about where we are or what those things are. Otto is dead. Dead. My friend is dead. Do any of you even care?” She sniffled and tears leaked down her cheeks. “We wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for him, and here you are, pointing fingers and bullshitting about encrypted files like he doesn’t even matter.” Anger radiated off her like the heat of a bonfire. “You’re all treating him like he was an expendable NPC. Like he doesn’t matter because he was just some big stupid Risi tank. He wasn’t.”

      Amara placed a hand on Abby’s shoulder.

      “He wasn’t expendable to me either,” the Huntress said. “He was a noble warrior and an honest man. We will grieve for him. We will grieve for each other and drink to his memory. Raise a glass that his spirit might go on to join his ancestors in the halls of the honored dead.” Her face grew grim as she clenched her jaw. “But not here. Not now.” She dropped her voice and leaned in close. “There are eyes on us everywhere, and we tread on thin ground. Do not spit in the face of his sacrifice by being stupid. Otto Staldain would tell you the same thing and we both know it.”

      Abby sniffled and swiped a hand across her nose. “Yeah. You’re right,” she begrudgingly offered. “He would.” She let out a reluctant chuckle. “He’d probably club me over the head and carry me off like a sack of potatoes.”

      “Amara’s right,” Osmark said. He glanced down at his brass pocket watch and frowned. He clicked the watch face shut and slipped it back into his pocket. “We’re in uncharted territory. We need to find someplace a tad less… public. An inn perhaps. Or somewhere with a private room?”

      “Oh yeah, great idea, Rob,” Jeff snorted. “Why didn’t anyone else think of that? Oh right, maybe it’s because all of us are in goddamned starter gear without a copper in the inventory. Or am I wrong? Don’t suppose someone is holding out on us?” He looked around. “Yep, that’s pretty much what I thought. So unless you want pawn that fancy watch of yours, we’re going to have to figure out a different solution than finding an inn.”

      “Stop being such a bloody bellend,” Cutter said. “It’s like you don’t even remember that I’m here. Do you know what they say about Gentlemen, Rob? They are always welcome wherever they go, even when they’re not.”

      “Oh yeah, and why’s that?” Jeff shot back.

      Cutter grinned and offered him a wink. “I’ll give you a hint. The secret is crime. Look down.”

      Jeff glanced down. The Morta Knight wasn’t even wearing his threadbare vest anymore.

      Cutter’s grin widened as he pulled the dirty garment from the air with a magician’s flourish.

      “I literally stole the shirt off your back, friend, and you didn’t even bat an eye. That smells like an arsehole, by the way, which fits your personaility like a glove.” He tossed Jeff his shirt, then pulled out four thick leather purses and gave them a little shake, metal clinking together.

      “That’s right,” Cutter said. “While the rest of you lookie-loos were standing around, twidling your fat useless thumbs, I was working. I pickpocketed a third of the people in that crowd and even took this off one of the guards.” He manifested a curved coptic-looking dagger with a bone hilt and a damascus blade. “Bet you’re sorely regretting talking so much shite about me now, eh, Jeff? I’d like to see Jack’s fancy key do that.”

      “You’re an insufferable prick, and I’ve never really liked you,” Jeff replied.

      “That’s an odd way of saying you’re bloody brilliant and an invaluable part of our team,” Cutter replied, dangling the bags.

      Jeff sighed. “Fine. You’re an insufferable prick, and I’m glad to have you along. Now let’s go find someplace to get a drink, first round is on him.” He hooked a thumb toward Cutter.

      “Every round is on me, friend,” Cutter replied, “because you’re broke. Best to work on your honeyed words between here and the tavern or you’ll be drinking swill out in the stable.”
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      The tavern we found ourselves in was a dreary three-story building of gray stone called the Sphinx. The architecture was odd, but then so was every building in the city of Het. Everything was an amalgamation of weathered stone buildings that could’ve come straight from New Viridia—white columns, blue-tiled roofs, splendid fountains—and a wide array of Egyptian-styled structures. Everything from obelisks and pyramids to blocky temples and looming towers topped with domes and minarets, in typical Ankaran fashion.

      Osmark insisted that the Imperial architecture had come first and was far older than the towers, domes, and Middle Eastern statuaries.

      Despite the differences in exterior, though, the interior of the Sphinx reminded me of every run-down bar I’d ever stepped foot in during my days in V.G.O. There were roughhewn tables, and muddy straw was strewn across the floor. A roaring fire to help take the chill from the air and gaunt-faced patrons nursing flagons of ale or eating bowls of steaming stew. A thirty-something woman in too-few clothes for this climate strummed enthusiastically at a dulcimer in her lap. Every single person inside was human. Some light skinned, others dark, a mix of men and women.

      All were marked on the cheek with a brown, stylized crescent moon with a small circle at its center. This was a working-class tavern—part of the reason we’d picked it—which meant the symbols on their cheeks had some deeper meaning. Best guess was that Het had some sort of caste system, and from the look of things, humanity had drawn the short end of the stick. Most of the patrons didn’t even glance at Cutter, Osmark, Jeff, or Abby, but the second Amara and I strutted in, every eye seemed to follow after us.

      The singer still played and the tavern guests still ate and drank, but I could feel the tension between my shoulder blades. The bargoers were acting like a couple of rabid bears had just decided to crash their party. The guards had called us Scale-kin, which wasn’t a term I’d ever heard for the Dokkalfar before, but obviously Murk Elves were either hated or feared here. Maybe both. Regardless, no one said anything to us. If anything, they shied away and sank further into their glasses, as though we would just leave them alone if they sat still enough.

      The innkeeper was unique. Also human, but with a blue mark branded onto his cheek—this one looked like a cross built from a shepherd’s crook.

      “Welcome,” he said when I approached the bar. I saw his eyes dart toward my empty cheek, before cataloging my lackluster outfit. His gaze locked on the key around my neck and softened at once, as though confirming some unspoken hunch. “I have no idea what brings such esteemed guests to my humble establishment.” He paused, and I could’ve sworn he shot a look toward a wiry man at a table by himself in the corner, a hood pulled up around his face. After a beat, he cleared his throat. “But I live to serve, Kazi-Akhor.” He bowed deeply. “What can I do for you and your lady?”

      “We need a private room,” I said. “And food and drink for myself and the rest of my party.” I nodded at Cutter. The thief pulled free one of the leather coin pouches he’d stolen and tossed it on the counter with a loud thud.

      “I believe that should cover any expense,” I bluffed, having no idea if that was true. These people were so deferential, though, I doubted he would say anything even if I had shorted him.

      “Of course,” the innkeeper said, dry washing his hands nervously. “As I said, I live to serve. Please, right this way. You’ll have use of my best room and complete privacy from this lot.” He scooped up the coin pouch and slipped it behind his apron, then fumbled over his own feet as he ushered us away from the common room and into a private suite with a large circular table, a private fireplace, and a heavy set of doors. We’d barely taken our seats around the table before a trio of serving women, all human and marked with the brown crescents, swept in with trays loaded down with stew, flaky bread, and pitchers of ale.

      They must’ve been eavesdropping on our conversation to be so prompt.

      The innkeeper’s eyebrows climbed in surprise when the human members of my party took seats around the main table along with myself and Amara. Once again, he didn’t open his mouth. Yeah, there were definitely some weird power dynamics at play here.

      “That’ll be all,” I said, dismissing him with a thin nod as I took a seat.

      “Of course, sir,” the man said. Then he hesitated before leaving. “Pardon just a moment, Kazi-Akhor. I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that I have a son. Very young. Only seven. A very bright lad and eager to learn. We’ve been looking for a patron since he was born…” He trailed off, hope and fear burning in his eyes. When I didn’t answer immediately, he folded in on himself as though preparing for a beating.

      “I’ll consider it,” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say. “Now if we could have the room.”

      A smile—just a twitch, here then gone—flashed across the innkeeper’s face. “Of course, of course,” he said, bowing his way from the room. “Anything, Kazi-Akhor. Anything at all.” He slid the heavy wooden door shut with a click.

      “Bloody madness,” Cutter said, shaking his head. “What is wrong with all these people, eh? That man looks like a whipped dog. All of those poor bastards out there do.”

      “They’re a conquered people,” Osmark replied thoughtfully. “The question is, who are the conquerors?”

      “We can speculate and talk politics later,” I said while pouring something eye-wateringly strong into a bunch of tin mugs. “First, we drink to the memory of a friend.” I raised my glass. “To Otto Staldain. Friend. Battle Warden. Giant pain in the ass.”

      “Hear, hear,” Cutter said, raising his own glass in salute, then shooting it back. He let out a low whistle. “Gods, but that’s even worse than that Law-jiu rice wine from the arse end of the swamps. Good, though.” He filled up his glass with another shot.

      “I would like to start, if I may,” Amara said. She stood, raised her glass, and bowed her head. “Otto Staldain was a stern man with a hatred of the Empire that rivaled that of even the most jaded, battled hardened Ak-Hani rangers. He was unflappable in life, steadfast in battle, and there are few people I would rather have at my back in a fight. There are even fewer I would fear to have as an enemy at my front. In many ways, he reminded me of my father, and there is no greater compliment that can be paid.” She poured out a splash from her glass. “To a man of conviction and honor.”

      I raised my glass in salute and took another long slug, this time draining my glass. Cutter was right, whatever they were serving put the Murk Elf rice wine to shame. All booze was partially flammable, but I was certain Vlad could use this stuff to power our mechanical siege towers. Cutter appeared beside me to make sure my drink was topped off—I didn’t know whether to thank him or punch him.

      Things were quiet for a moment as the thief made the rounds with the flagon of gasoline. When I stole a look at Abby, I saw the bright edge of tears lingering in her eyes. I knew she wasn’t ready to talk yet, and I had few illusions that Osmark was the kind of person to offer words of encouragement in a moment like this. The Artificer was good at a lot of things, but empathy wasn’t in his wheelhouse. I stood and cleared my throat, already a little wobbly on my feet from the alcohol.

      “Otto and I didn’t agree often,” I started. “In fact, we rarely saw eye to eye on almost anything. That was one of the things I respected most about him. He was a Citizen, a Battle Warden. I’m a Traveler, a Faction Founder, and I have the power of a god in my corner. Despite that, he was never afraid to speak his mind. He never hesitated to tell me when he thought I was doing something stupid or making a bad choice. A lot of the time, he was right. For that alone, I owe him a debt. He also loved Abby.”

      I turned and looked at the Firebrand. She was hunched forward, staring morosely into her drink.

      “He took care of you when no one else did,” I continued. “He was there with you from the beginning and fought for you tooth and nail until the end. When you died, just about everyone else in the world was ready to give up on you and move on. Not him. He volunteered to come on this mission, not because he felt obligated to stop Thanatos, but because he felt obligated to save you, no matter what the potential cost was.” I paused and stared down at the bathtub whiskey. “You don’t get many friends like that. People that will be truly honest with you and fight for you no matter what. Otto was one of those people, and I’m glad I had a chance to know him.”

      Another raised glance. Another long drink.

      Finally, Abby stood.

      “I don’t know where to start,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind one ear. “I only knew Otto for a little over a year, but I feel like he’s been with me for my whole life. I guess, in one sense, he has been there for me my whole life. This life. The one I’ve made for myself inside V.G.O. After we raided the secret zone, I was right on the edge of transition and there was some part of me that was sure I wasn’t going to make it. There was even a small part of me that was looking forward to dying. I just wanted to be alone and let whatever was going to happen, happen.

      “Otto couldn’t take a hint even if his life depended on it. When he set his mind to something, nothing could stop him.” She smiled, though it was sad and small. “He insisted that I owed him money and he intended to see me survive long enough to repay my debts. He was there for me, even when I didn’t want him to be, and I wouldn’t have made it without him. He carried me for miles while I was on the edge of death. He got me to a safehouse and he stayed awake through my transition. He saved me, then and a thousand times since. He also taught me to value the Citizens of this world.”

      She absently ran a hand over her scratchy starter dress and picked at a loose thread.

      “Otto took me to his sister’s grave once,” she said. “This was right after another young rebel fighter died. He was usually so reserved, but I remember him crying while we sat there, and he told me about her. How he’d failed her. That was the real reason he took care of me, I think. Because I reminded him of her. Those tears weren’t the emotions of a computer. They were real. The pain and the grief and the regret. That moment…” She paused, grimaced, and shook her head. “It changed the way I thought about this world and the people in it. That’s when I realized it was more than just a game. For them and for us.”

      She cleared her throat and raised her glass. “To the best friend a girl could ask for. To the best friend anyone could ask for.”

      “To the best friend that anyone could ask for,” we all repeated in unison, finishing off the last of the liver kill. Then we dug into the food with gusto.

      Unlike the booze, the stew and bread and roast meats they’d dropped off were top shelf. Just like all the other food in V.G.O. Despite being stranded in a historical instance in a city none of us knew anything about, we joked and laughed and told more funny stories about Otto.

      Abby let it slip that he had hated spiders—one of his genuine fears—and how hard he’d worked to hide it around the Spiderlings. He’d even ridden a spider at one point, though he’d nearly vomited when mounting up.

      Cutter regaled us with a story about how the Risi had caught him cheating outright in Gentleman’s War and had ended up winning the game and a fat stack of gold in the process. One of the only times Cutter had ever lost. Otto played dumb, but the truth was he’d had a keen mind and surprisingly good reflexes for a tank. Everyone expected Cutter to cheat, so they always watched him; no one expected an honor-bound lug like Otto to do it, and the Battle Warden had used that to his advantage.

      Even Osmark eventually joined in, telling everyone about how the Risi had once challenged him to a formal duel—fisticuffs at dawn. The Risi had shown up stripped down to the waist and ready to brawl. Osmark had arrived inside his Iron Goliath. The Risi had said fisticuffs, so Osmark promised only to use the Goliath’s fists. Everyone roared at that, Abby most of all.
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      As the eating and drinking wound down, the conversation slowly switched gears, morphing from talks of the past to ruminations about the future.

      “Otto would’ve lost his mind about this place,” Abby mused, pushing her now empty plate away. “That floating city in the sky. He always was a sucker for beautiful scenery. He had a secret ambition for painting, you know.” She winced. “He was bad at it. God, was he bad. But he loved landscapes. That’s what he wanted to do once the war ended—not that he ever really thought the war would end.”

      “It’s impressive all right. Too bloody impressive, if you ask me,” Cutter said, picking at his fingernails with the edge of his knife. “Place like this? Flying city? Giant bloody pyramids? Huge statues growing right out of the mountaintops? Believe you me, I would’ve made it a point to visit.”

      “It is not just the city,” Amara added. “Those creatures. The dog-faced guards? The marks on everyone’s cheek? I am not as well traveled as my beloved husband, but I am well read. I have never heard tell of such a place either.”

      “That’s because we aren’t on Eldgard anymore,” Abby said. “Isn’t that right, Rob?” She used Osmark’s first name like a slap to the face. “You recognized those things out there. The guards. What did you call them? Chimericks? And what was that you were saying, Jeff? That there were encrypted data files that no one in the development team could read? Don’t suppose you care to elaborate?”

      The way she said it made it perfectly clear she wasn’t asking.

      “Yes, I recognized them,” Osmark said, “but for what it’s worth, I’ve never actually seen them before. Believe it or not, this is just as much a shock to me as it is to you. Those creatures look suspiciously like concept art I had drafted early on for a race of animal-headed people called the Chimericks. Not just jackals. Cats, dogs, even lizards. I honestly never thought I’d see them in the flesh.”

      “If we aren’t on Eldgard, where are we?” I asked. “What else is there outside of Eldgard?”

      “A new continent, of course,” Osmark replied matter-of-factly. “The Imperial Legion didn’t start on Eldgard, they came from somewhere else. A second continent, just as expansive as the first. We fed Gaia directives to build a secondary location as part of a planned DLC expansion. Valta Thalas, it was called. The Lost Continent. New locations. Brand-new class builds. That’s where the Chimericks came in. But there were other new and unique races, too.

      “We seeded a rough campaign built around a pair of warring draconic tribes. The Tempest and Celestial Courts. This was very early on, though. Well before Astraea.” He grimaced and waved a hand through the air as if to say that was of no importance. “Even then we were having… problems with Gaia. The Operations Team closely monitored the early formation of Valta Thalas as it developed in accelerated time in the Protoverse. After Sophia summoned the Legion and brought them to Eldgard, things quickly deteriorated. Gaia erected the Storm Wall as a way of isolating Eldgard from any other external threats.

      “It was a baffling move and prompted some legitimate concerns about the safety of the system since Gaia elected to do that without any guidance from us. In hindsight,” he continued, “that event should’ve been a clear indication that Gaia wasn’t in control of the other Overminds. She might have spawned them, but they were autonomous in many ways. She didn’t want the Imperials on Eldgard, but Sophia’s primal need for order and balance brought them to the continent. The Storm Wall was Gaia’s response. The Storm Wall also served a secondary function. It masked the source location of Valta Thalas from the development team. In effect, the entire continent simply disappeared. Theories swirled.”

      Abby snorted.

      “That makes it sound so civilized,” she said. “I was there, and it was more than theories. There were literal fistfights over Valta Thalas. It was like Atlantis. Like UFOs or Bigfoot. We had a betting pool going,” Abby added. “Most of my bosses thought Gaia had deleted the continent. The rehashed talking point was that it had served its primary purpose—spawning the Empire—and then Gaia cut it out because why maintain something that consumed so much processing power? I didn’t buy any of that.”

      “You weren’t alone,” Jeff said. “That whole thing had bullshit conspiracy written all over it.” He paused and tapped thoughtfully at his chin. “I do remember a certain someone pushing it pretty hard, though.” He shot a look at Osmark. “Where did you come down on that, Rob? I can’t seem to recall at the moment.”

      There was a certain smugness in Jeff’s voice.

      “I had other concerns,” Osmark said coolly. “Like the board of directors and the CIA. And it wasn’t but a few months after that we had our little mishap with Alan.”

      “Fine,” Jeff said with a grin, “dodge the question. You always were a pro at sidestepping and evading, especially when you’re wrong. I can tell you for a fact where I stood on the issue. I was right!” He cackled and raised his glass in a toast to himself. “Everyone else sided with a certain someone, but I knew Gaia had migrated the data. Masked it, just like she’d done to the Northern Province after the Wode migration. Do you want to know how I knew Valta Thalas was still there? Because the only thing that appreciably changed was what we could see. All the performance metrics indicated something was there. Data doesn’t lie.” He paused and took another drink. “I will admit, though, that this doesn’t look much like the Valta Thalas I remember.”

      “Assuming you’re correct,” Osmark said, “then five hundred years, in-world time, has passed since the last time anyone on the Developmental Team has seen this location. Based on the older Imperial-style architecture, the newer Egyptian-oriented structures, and the general hatred and subjection of humanity, I’d surmise that the Old Viridian Empire doesn’t hold the sway it did before. It must still exist, but I’d hazard a guess that some other empire has risen in the intervening years. One that doesn’t look too favorably on humanity in general. Based on the guards’ remarks, I’d assume one of the Draconic Courts hold power.”

      He paused, clicked open his watch, and checked its face again. The lingering frown on his face deepened.

      “There’s something I feel I should mention.” He turned the watch so we could see it; there was a smattering of red dots on the face. All very far from the center. “Those shouldn’t be there—” he started to say.

      Before he could finish there was a crash from the other room. The sound of a door breaking open followed by muffled yelling and the squeal of chair legs on wooden floorboards. That probably wasn’t good. We had one dagger between us, no armor, and a potentially hostile city all around us.

      I sprang from the chair, mentally preparing myself for a fight, and slowly opened the door from our private rooms. Outside, standing in the entryway from the street, were a pair of guards, one a Murk Elf with the red sword branded on his cheek, the other a cat-faced woman who was similarly marked. They were both heavily armed and armored, wearing gear that closely matched the jackal-headed guards from the street. They weren’t looking at us, though.

      They had their weapons drawn and were focused on the man who’d been sitting in the corner by himself with his hood up.

      “Come with us peaceable and you don’t need to die,” the cat woman hissed, her tail flicking in agitation. “There’s a hefty bounty on your head and destroying the personal property of Divine Bloods is frowned upon, so we’d rather not kill you, but we will if you force our hand.”

      The man stood and pulled back his hood. He was human, on the younger side—early twenties, maybe—and on his cheek was a glossy black mark that looked like a spiked throwing star with a circle in its center. My stomach sank. I’d seen that mark a hundred times. One of the seven cardinal virtues of Thanatos. The last sigil we were searching for: Inevitability.

      “You’re not taking me,” the man said, pulling a rusty dagger from the small of his back. His clothes were as flimsy and cheaply made as the dagger, and he didn’t strike me as all that dangerous. But the guards were treating him as though he were a bloodthirsty animal that had slipped its leash. “I know what they do to the Blood Marked. I won’t live that way. I’ll make you kill me before I subject myself to their mercies. Hopefully Viceroy Vural will have you beat for the transgression.”

      He brandished the knife in an awkward grip, but there was a feverish light burning in his eyes. He might not know how to use a knife, but he was going to fight to the bitter end.

      Naturally, that was when the quest prompt appeared.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: Blood Marked

      

      

      You have encountered a man branded with the Sigil of Inevitability. Help him.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Hard

      Success: Help the man branded with the Sigil of Inevitability. He must survive the encounter.

      Failure: Fail to help the man branded with the Sigil of Inevitability. Allow him to die or be captured by the guards.

      Reward: Sigil Stone of Inevitability; 100,000 XP; ???

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Everyone’s eyes glazed over, so I knew I wasn’t the only one who’d received the quest prompt. I’d received hundreds of quests—from the epic to the mundane—during my time in V.G.O., but I’d never received one that was less specific or less helpful. The prompt itself boiled down to a single line of text: Help him. I didn’t even know who him was. There wasn’t even a name. And what did “help him” even mean? There were a thousand ways to interpret that.

      Help him escape?

      Help him kill the guards?

      Help him raise money to start a small business selling artisanal monster wool?

      The sheer vagueness of the prompt almost would’ve been funny—assuming Thanatos had a sense of humor—if not for the Difficulty Level.

      I scanned the success criteria again.

      I needed to help him, he couldn’t die, and I couldn’t allow him to be captured.

      That was something to go on. Once we saved him from the guards, we could figure out who he was and why he was a wanted man. First, though, I needed to deal with the guards. I didn’t want to kill them—they hadn’t done anything wrong, and who knew what sort of implications that might have—which meant we’d have to talk our way out of the situation. Usually, talking our way past guards was firmly in Cutter’s wheelhouse, but based on their lowly view of humanity around these parts, I knew that wasn’t likely to happen.

      Which meant it was up to either me or Amara to save the day, and Amara was even worse at talking through problems than I was.

      “Stop right there,” I said, channeling my inner Osmark. Then, taking an enormous gamble, I raised my hand and conjured a writhing purple Umbra Bolt above my hand. These people had a thing about magic, so I knew that would get their attention. The common room went deathly still as the guards turned away from the knife-wielding human and fixated squarely on me.

      “This man belongs to me,” I said, my voice cold and deadly. “If you hurt him, I promise I will do worse than have you beaten. He is an asset, and I will not lose him due to your utter incompetence.”
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      The guards shared a long, confused look with one another, then slowly stowed their weapons. The Murk Elf man stared at me as if he were trying to bore a hole through my head. He noted my ragged clothes and smudged face. His gaze lingered on my bare cheek for an uncomfortably long while, before finally moving to the key slung around my neck and the magic burning in my palm.

      “And who exactly are you, Kazi-Akhor?” he asked, using the same honorific the innkeeper had, all while carefully scrutinizing the rest of my party.

      “Do you really think I would’ve gone to the lengths I have to disguise myself like this”—I gestured to my beginner’s outfit—“if I wanted anyone to know who I am?”

      The Murk Elf’s cheeks flushed, and his cat-headed partner gave him a worried side-glance.

      “Or perhaps you think it’s a coincidence that I happen to be in the same establishment as your quarry?” I tried to be just as cutting as Osmark was when he was talking to subordinates; based on the way the guards folded in on themselves, it was working. “All you need to know is that you are ill equipped to handle the threat this man possesses. My team, on the other hand, is uniquely suited to the challenge of returning him to Viceroy Vural. Show them.” I snapped my fingers impatiently.

      The Umbra Bolt in my hand guttered and died, but all around me magic flared to life. Swirling flames enveloped Abby in a halo of golds and reds, and toxic green power leaked from Jeff’s eyes. Cutter conjured shadowy blades while Amara disappeared into the shadows in a blink. I wasn’t sure what Osmark could do, since he was an Artificer without gear, but apparently, his abilities weren’t purely physical. He pulled free a small silver drone that whirled to life and took to the air.

      “I think that should illustrate the point.” I snapped my fingers again.

      Drones disappeared, fires vanished, and Amara reappeared, this time directly behind the man we were supposed to help. She disarmed him with pitiful ease and quickly had him in a wristlock, a pained look washing across his face. He struggled for a moment, but she applied a little more pressure on his wrist before leaning in and whispering something into his ear. I couldn’t hear what she’d said, but I had to imagine it was along the lines of, “if you want to live, come with me.”

      “You nearly ruined our operation, and because of your ineptitude”—I cringed internally as the word left my mouth, but knew it was the right angle to play—“you forced us to blow our cover. We’ll take charge of the prisoner. You will turn around, go away, and pretend you never saw any of this.” I paused and looked around the room, staring at each patron in turn. “That goes for every single person in this room. We were never here, and none of this ever happened. Am I understood?”

      The guards hesitated for a beat longer. The Murk Elf didn’t seem entirely convinced, but then the cat-faced Chimerick nudged him in the ribs with her elbow. She didn’t say anything, but the look of pleading was impossible to miss. Finally, the Murk Elf grunted and nodded.

      “Sorry to disturb your business, Kazi-Akhor.” He dipped a shallow bow to me, then whirled, his cloak flashing as he shouldered his way through the heavy doors. An eddy of snow rushed in as his partner followed him out.

      “Bring him into the private room,” I told Amara, before turning to the bartender. “We will be departing shortly and are not to be disturbed for any reason. Cutter, pay the man extra for his continued discretion.”

      “Of course, Kazi-Akhor,” Cutter said, instantly taking to the odd inflection of the local dialect. He pulled out another leather sack, this one even fatter than the first, and tossed it onto the bar.

      Hushed murmurs broke out through the common room as we headed into the private room and pushed the door shut. Jeff was right there with a chair in hand to jam beneath the door.

      “No chance in hell that’s going to last long,” Abby said. “Those guards are going to beeline back to their command station and lodge a report the second they get there. It might take a little while for that report to reach whoever this Viceroy guy is, but I’d give us half an hour tops.”

      Cutter snorted. “Less than that. I’d bet the fingers on my right hand that if I poked my head back into that common room right now, we’d find the bloody place half empty. My gut tells me we just kicked over a gods-be-damned anthill. Lords and ladies always have their own network of eyes and ears, and they tend to pay well for news like this. Some informant is probably already hightailing it to this Viceroy as we speak. And if not to him, then to some other rival lord. Ten minutes tops.”

      “Osmark,” I said, “we need a way out. No one else has any gear, but I’m hoping you have something up your sleeve that might be able to cut us a custom door.”

      The Artificer moved over to the far wall, knocked on the wood, then placed his head flat against one of the interior timbers. “It’s an exterior wall,” he said, half to himself. “I’m at a disadvantage at the moment, but give me five minutes and we’ll have a way out.”

      “Perfect.” I wheeled and faced the man we were supposed to save. His face was ashen, his eyes huge with fear, perspiration beading on his forehead. He looked like he might throw up at any second.

      “Who in the blight-cursed hell are you people?” he asked, trembling.

      “We’re your only chance of getting out of whatever situation you’re in,” I replied. “But we’re going to need some help from you. We’re not from here, and that little bluff back there”—I waved toward the door—“isn’t going to buy us much time. So, while my associate makes an exit, you need to tell me everything you can. Let’s start with who you are and why those people are after you. Then I need you to tell me if there’s any place we can go that’s safe.”

      “Wait… You’re really not with Viceroy Vural’s estate?” he asked, squinting in confusion. “This isn’t some elaborate scheme to ensnare me?”

      “Nope. We’re all in the same boat,” I replied. “If they get you, they’ll get us too, and I don’t want to wage a war against the entire garrison if we can avoid it.”

      “So spill it already, eh? Who are you and why are they after you?” Cutter asked, pulling up a chair. “I’d say you were some kind of thief or criminal mastermind, but based on that truly sickening display of bladecraft back there, I know that isn’t bloody well it. What did you do? Sleep with someone’s wife? Overhear the wrong conversation? Wrong place, wrong time sort of thing?”

      “What? No,” he said, shaking his head. “Nothing like that at all. My name’s Marcus Tettienus Serenus and I’ve done nothing wrong. They’re after me because of the mark.” He tapped at his cheek. “I’m a criminal because of what I am, not because of what I’ve done.” His expression darkened. “It’s what I might do that they fear.”

      “Right. The mark,” Cutter replied. “Let me make this plain to you in case it isn’t already. We’re not from around here, so none of what you just said means a bloody thing to me. Now, how’s about you try to explain it like I’m five, eh?”

      “There’s no time for that,” Marcus said, running a hand through shaggy brown hair. “If you truly aren’t with the Viceroy, then it’s safe to assume that the Divine Bloods already know what has transpired. I’m sure they’ve dispatched a containment force, and this time it won’t be a couple of the Battle Blooded. It’ll be a full contingent of Sages. Might even send along a couple of Scale Blooded for safe measure, and them?” He looked down and shook his head. “They won’t be persuaded through fancy words, I can tell you that much. They have magic. Power.

      “But there is a place I can take us. A safe house. Right on the edge of the city, near the exterior wall. The smugglers use it to get items and people in and out of Het. A man there named Vel owes me a favor. He’ll get us into the wilds. From there I’ll be able to make a run for it.” He faltered, lips pursed into a thin line. “We’ll never get there, not with the way you all look. None of you have marks, which is the biggest mark of all. We won’t make it two blocks before someone stops us.”

      He glanced around nervously, then licked his lips.

      “I could help with that… if you let me? I could give you all marks. Not permanent, of course—only the Contractualists can do that sort of magic—but I can create a forgery for a time.” He dropped his eyes again. “That’s why they’re after me. Because I unlocked a Sage Restricted Class. Flesh Tailor.” He whispered the last word as though we might strike him down on the spot for the admission. When we didn’t, he hesitantly continued. “I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do once I advance, but right now I can alter people’s physical appearances. Though only for a short while.”

      “You can cast illusions?” Amara asked. “Cause things that are not there to appear as though they are?”

      “Never heard of an Illusionist Class,” Marcus replied, “but that sounds like the Draconic Magic some of the Divine Blooded have. Many of them are masters of glamor. That’s not what I do. Not at all.” He shook his head. “There are ways to see through glamor. Spells, runes, rituals. There is no way to see through what I do, because I physically tailor the flesh as you might a piece of cloth. Alter it so it looks different than it did before. I can make a human look like Scale-kin, or a Scale-kin resemble one of the Divine Blooded. I can forge a mark for each of you—to help us pass by unnoticed.”

      I whistled through my teeth.

      If those were his basic abilities, I could only imagine what he’d be able to do at higher levels. A class like that could be devastatingly dangerous in the wrong hands. An assassin could infiltrate any establishment, get close to any mark, and drive a blade into an unprotected back without anyone being any the wiser. The class was even more potent because Marcus could tailor other people’s flesh, not just his own. How effective would someone like Cutter be as an Infiltrator if he could look identical to an Imperial garrison commander?

      “If they’re after you for your mark,” Abby said, “then why don’t you just change your own appearance? Get rid of the mark on your face or give yourself a better one.”

      “Gods, but you really aren’t from around here,” Marcus muttered. “My magic is powerful, but nothing can alter this mark. On our eighth naming day, all the people of the Hierakon Empire enter into a blood pact with the Contractualists who work for the God Blooded Empress. That contract is what binds us with the mark. It’s not a thing of the flesh, but a token of Draconic magic. When someone, such as me, unlocks a restricted class, the mark changes. I was a Low Blooded taxidermist before this. But then I unlocked the Flesh Tailor class and my mark transformed. Any other mark may be masked or altered, but not this one. Those who are Blood Marked are property of the Empress Hierakon.”

      I listened, both fascinated and repulsed by what he was saying.

      It was crazy to imagine there were classes here that were powerful enough to bind an entire empire. It was also appalling that they’d used that kind of power to enslave people, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. People in power usually wanted to stay in power, and the best way to do that was to prevent other people from getting power. That was exactly what Osmark and all of his uber-wealthy friends had tried to do when first entering into V.G.O. If Abby and I hadn’t stolen a Faction Seal, there was no way of telling how things might’ve unfolded.

      “Okay, do it,” I said with a nod. “I’ll go first.” I paused, staring him down. “I feel like I shouldn’t have to say this, but don’t try anything stupid. No one here wants to hurt you, but if you try to pull something on us, my buddy Jeff there”—I motioned to the Morta Knight—“won’t hesitate to pull your soul out through your eyeballs.”

      Jeff offered the man his most malicious grin then conjured green flames that danced around him like devilish spirits.

      Marcus visibly paled but nodded. “I don’t know who you are, but you can’t be any worse than the alternative.” He pressed in uncomfortably close to me and studied my face, his head canted to one side, his eyes narrowed. “You’re a Murk Elf with a magic class,” he mused out loud, more for himself than for me. “And clearly not a common magic class. I’ll need to give you at least a Sage-level mark.”

      He reached up and ran one thumb across my right cheek. Heat radiated out from the digit and soaked in. “Anything less could draw unwanted attention.” My skin tingled as he traced swirls with the pad of his thumb and drew grooves with his nail. “It’s a shame you don’t have nicer equipment,” he muttered, “but Sages are known to do odd things, I suppose.”

      “Gear. Right. I can fix that,” Cutter chipped in. “We’re already on everyone’s shite list, so might as well commit to the act. Give me two minutes.” He pulled away the chair jammed under the door and ghosted into the common room with a wide smile on his face.

      I ignored the thief as the heat in my cheek spread and intensified; it was deeply uncomfortable but just shy of painful. Finally, the Flesh Tailor drew his hand away and nodded in satisfaction. With a thought, I pulled up my interface and glanced at my slowly rotating avatar. Sure enough, there was a metallic bronze mark engraved into my cheek. A quick look at my Active Effects revealed that our newfound accomplice had been telling the truth after all.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Current Debuffs

      

      

      Flesh Tailor: Your physical appearance has been temporarily altered; duration, 5 hours, 58 mins, 55 secs.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      “Works for me,” I said, closing out of my interface. “Everyone else get in line. We need to do this quick…”

      Marcus worked fast, adding a Battle Blooded mark to Amara’s cheek and another to Jeff. A pair of guards for one of the Sage Blooded was standard operating procedure, apparently, and wouldn’t be noted. Osmark received a High Blooded mark, suitable for a merchant or shop owner—similar to the innkeeper out front—while Abby ended up with a Low Blooded mark. A peasant, but not a slave. By the time Marcus was done with Abby, Cutter was back and he came bearing gifts. Shirts, trousers, cloaks, shoes, all of varying quality and cuts. Even the nicest of the lot was dirty and stained, but they were still a significant improvement over our current equipment.

      When I asked him about how he’d gotten the items, he just grinned, winked, and said, “The how isn’t important. But we definitely shouldn’t linger much longer.”

      Since I was the Sage of the group, I ended up with a thick fur-lined coat, a pair of woolen pants, heavy black boots, and a dark cloak with a hint of silver thread worked into the hem. Nothing fancy. I wouldn’t stand out in a crowd, which was exactly what we were after. While everyone else slipped into the new gear, Marcus branded Cutter with a Low Blooded mark—Cutter was not pleased by that—and Osmark finished up his work on our exit strategy.

      And not a moment too soon.

      “Better move your ass, Rob,” Jeff hissed, his ear pressed to the door. “We have company out front.”

      “You can’t rush perfection,” the Artificer replied coolly. He stepped back and regarded his handiwork. He’d traced a precise outline of a rectangular box against the back wall in what looked like charcoal. Another line of charcoal snaked away from the wall, along the floor, and ended at a small, neat pile of ashy white powder. Not exactly inspiring, since the wall still looked very solid and I could hear the shuffle of feet and the muted grunt of voices through the door.

      “Observe,” Osmark said with a self-satisfied smile. “Abby, if you would do the honors?”

      With a flick of her wrist, Abby conjured sparks and set the pile of white powder on fire. It went up with a blaze, burning brilliantly purple. White light spread from the pile of powder along the charcoal lines, so bright it hurt to look at.

      My dad had always been a handyman by nature, constantly building and fixing things. He’d never been an expert at any trade, but there wasn’t anything that he didn’t know a little something about. He could fix a pipe, rewire a light, or retile a bathroom. For a while, he’d gotten strangely obsessed with learning to weld, and I could vividly recall going into his shop while he had an arc welder engaged. The light filling the room was just as intense.

      A second later, the brilliant glow faded, and I blinked stars from my eyes. The rectangular section of wall was just… gone. Burned away as though it had never existed. There wasn’t even a pile of dust to show where the section of wall had once stood. Beyond was a narrow alleyway, bordered by other stone buildings, utterly devoid of life.

      “Perfection,” Osmark said, before standing to the side and ushering the others through.

      The commotion trickling in from the common room was louder now.

      Someone knocked roughly on the door, thump, thump, thump, with the side of a fist.

      “Open up,” a gruff voice barked as Cutter and Amara hustled through the impromptu exit with Marcus nestled between them.

      “Everyone else go,” I said, turning back toward the door. “I’ve got a nasty little surprise to leave for them.”

      I reached through the Material veil and called out to Nikko. I’d had trouble summoning Devil back in the Stone Reach Instance, but the Void Ape came without a moment of hesitation.

      I’m in a rush, I sent quickly. I need you to buy us time. Try not to kill anyone, please. I know this is an instance, but it still bothers me.

      What is it you so often say, manling? the Void Ape replied. This is not my first rodeo. I know you are softhearted. It is not the way of our kind, but I respect your willingness to preserve life. It is a rare thing to find. I will hold the line and only do as much damage as necessary. Go. Run.

      Thank you, I sent as I wheeled and darted toward the exit.

      The door behind me exploded in a shower of smoke and wooden debris. On the other side was a platoon of heavily armored guards and at its head was a man with pearlescent skin, pale purple eyes, and metallic silver hair. He wore a gold-and-purple Egyptian-style robe, cinched tight at the waist with a purple silk sash. Shockingly, wings fluttered at his back—though not feathery Accipiter wings. These were enormous, glimmering dragon wings, covered in scales that looked like they were made from powdered diamond.

      He raised a hand and unleashed a bolt of silver power. I summoned Dark Shield with a trickle of Spirit and easily deflected the spell. It slammed into a chair, which immediately started to crust over, shards of crystalline glass forming along the surface of the wood. Interesting. I’d gone toe to toe with a lot of casters and I’d never seen an ability quite like that one. It seemed this continent didn’t just have new races, it also had new classes and new magics I’d never even heard of. The spellslinger looked equally shocked at my summoned Umbra Shield. He’d come prepared to apprehend a novice Flesh Tailor, not a Master Shadowmancer.

      He looked even more shocked when he stepped through the doorway and Nikko materialized in a poof of sooty smoke and slammed a simian fist into his stomach.

      Have fun, I sent before ducking into the alley.

      I will, manling, Nikko replied before hurling Umbra power into the guards loitering in the common room. Now move. I will handle this.
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      Cutter was waiting outside the breach, and the others were at the far end of the alley, huddled together with their hoods drawn. Most of the people trickling by on the streets also had hoods up to shield them against the gently falling flurries of snow. I grabbed Abby’s hand and gave it a brief squeeze, letting her know I was alright. We all padded out into the street, trudging along with heads down, just like everyone else on the boulevard. Every instinct screamed at me to run, to put as much distance as possible between us and our pursuers.

      But taking off at a dead spirit would make us look guilty.

      We’d only made it a few blocks when I received a message from Nikko.

      They come, manling. And they are strong. The spellcaster’s magic is potent. Strange. He uses conjured glass as weapons and has many magical resistances.

      You did good, I sent before recalling her to the Shadowverse so she could recuperate.

      I looked back toward the alley and watched from the safety of my hood as the guards burst out onto the street searching every which way for a sign of fleeing suspects. There was a pottery shop off to the right, selling urns, vases, and bowls. With a nod and a few pokes, I got everyone’s attention and guided them over to the shop. A bell tinkled when we pushed our way inward. The others quickly dispersed amongst the shelves while Osmark started examining a series of glazed bowls, turning them over in his hands.

      A whipcord-thin female shopkeeper with her hair tied up in a gray bun appeared, giving us a once-over with a wary eye. It probably wasn’t all too common to have a party of seven enter her shop to look for plates.

      “If you’re just hoping to get out of the snow,” she barked, “this isn’t the place for you. Can’t have no Blight Blooded beggars ruining my establishment’s reputation. I’m this close to attracting a patron.” She held up her thumb and index finger. “This close. Unless you have coin and the earnest intention to use it, best you move along.”

      “We have coin, but whether we’ll spend it is now a matter for debate,” Osmark said, pulling back his hood to reveal his marking. “My patron here”—he bowed deeply toward me—“is looking to host a dinner party for a cadre of esteemed guests, and he’s decided he needs some new plate ware. After offering us such a discourteous greeting we might be inclined to take our business elsewhere…”

      I followed Osmark’s play and lowered my hood, revealing the Sage mark on my cheek. The shopkeeper’s eyes bulged, and she gasped before dropping into a deep curtsy.

      “My sincerest apologies, Kazi-Akhor. I… How could I have known?” She wrung her hands in distress and I felt a pang of regret. She was just a poor lady trying to run a shop and make a living in a hard land.

      “Think nothing of it,” I replied with an easy smile. “I like to dress down when I venture into town. Sometimes it’s nice to pass by unnoticed. Makes it a great deal easier to shop for wares.”

      “Yes, yes of course,” she stammered. “That is most reasonable. You said you were looking for plate ware?” she pressed. “I have that in abundance. Some of the finest wares in all of Het. My husband hand casts it himself and fires it in a wood-burning kiln, which is how we get these rich, smoky glazes. What are you looking for, Kazi-Akhor? I’m sure I could point you in the right direction.”

      She sounded so hopeful and so desperate.

      “No style in particular,” Osmark said smoothly as I struggled to find something to say. “What we have at the estate currently is so last year. We need something new. Fresh. Locally sourced pottery is all the rage amongst the Sage Blooded at the moment.”

      I half-heartedly listened to Osmark prattle on about court fashion and new trends while I kept one eye on the window and the street beyond. A stream of guards rushed by, searching the faces of everyone on the street before moving on. There was a half dozen of them, and they all had weapons drawn. There was no sign of the dragon-winged noble, though, which was a small relief. I waited until the guards rounded a corner and disappeared down a connecting street.

      We were in the clear.

      “I have decided. I want the whole set. Cutter,” I bellowed, “come pay the woman and collect our wares.”

      The thief appeared from among the shelves and pulled out two thick coin purses. It seemed he’d restocked our diminishing monetary fund when he’d gotten us new clothes. He tossed the pouches onto the service counter without even trying to haggle. In my experience, nobles didn’t try to haggle. Only those who didn’t have enough money worried about how much things cost. A flurry of gold and silver coins spilled out across the wood. The store owner’s jaw dropped, and she immediately fell into another deep curtsy.

      “Yes, of course, Kazi-Akhor,” she said, sounding both bewildered and elated. “Of course. Only too happy to oblige. Would you like me to wrap or package them for you?”

      “No need for that,” I said, waving away the question. “We’re in a bit of a hurry. The pressing business of a Sage is never done. My servant will handle it.”

      Cutter shot me a nasty glare then turned and scooped up a stack of dishware, loading them into his inventory. Plates in hand and the shopkeeper paid off, we exited the store and headed in the opposite direction that the guard patrol had gone. We walked slowly, leisurely—a lord shopping among the common folk and nothing more—and let Marcus guide us down an increasingly complex series of turns, switchbacks, and alleys. Always we angled away from the floating metropolis hanging above like a storm cloud and toward the outer walls of the city.

      We talked quietly as we walked, Marcus clueing us in about a few of our biggest questions. According to him, these lands had once belonged to the Ever-Victorious Viridian Empire and to Marcus’ ancestors—one of whom had been a senator, another a general with the Legion. But it seemed the Ever-Victorious Viridian Empire wasn’t so victorious these days. Not for a long, long time. What remained of the Grand Empire of Old was a handful of cities far to the west, on a coastal island bordering the Endless Ocean.

      The Viridian nobility threw their galas and held court as though they were still a great powerhouse and not a dim shadow of what they’d once been.

      Though to hear the Imperials tell it, that would all change as soon as the Great Return happened. When Osmark pressed Marcus about the Great Return, the man spoke with passionate resolve. Once, hundreds of years ago, the Empire had sent off over half their legions, dispatched to claim the fertile lands across the Endless Ocean, but one of the gods had erected a great barrier, the Storm Wall, after the Departure. That act had stranded the lost legions on the distant continent of Eldgard. One day, however, those legionnaires would return to Valta Thalas, and when they did, they would restore the Empire to its former glory.

      I looked at Osmark and saw concern lingering beneath his usually calm exterior.

      As Marcus was telling us about the Great Return, an idea seemed to occur to him and he stopped dead in his tracks. Frozen, the Flesh Tailor stared at each of us as though seeing us for the first time. There were cogs spinning in his head and I knew he was finally putting the pieces together. Humans and Murk Elves working together. A group of powerful magic users from far away who knew nothing about these lands or about the politics of an entire continent. Marcus wasn’t a dummy. He could do simple math, and the obvious answer was that if we weren’t from here, we had to be from somewhere.

      “You’re them, aren’t you?” he asked softly. “You’re members of the Return. Advance scouts. From Eldgard. I can feel it.”

      No one spoke, caught off guard by the question, which was just as much of an admission as confessing on the spot.

      “Yes,” I said after a beat.

      Why not tell him? I thought, even though it wasn’t exactly the truth. We were from Eldgard and if Osmark didn’t represent the Empire, then no one did. Besides, Marcus had already puzzled out the answer and he seemed so elated at the prospect. The guy didn’t have much to look forward to, and I didn’t want to crush his spirit. What was the harm? This wasn’t real anyway—this was a shadow, a loop of history played back on repeat for our benefit. Giving this guy some measure of hope seemed worth the small risk.

      “Which is why I also need you to tell us about who’s in power now,” I continued. “The more we know about these lands, the more success the Return will eventually be. I’ve heard you mention the Hierakon Court a couple of times. Who are they exactly?”

      “The children of the Great Wyrms is who they are,” Marcus said darkly. “The Old Dragons and their descendants. Once upon a time, the Empire had nearly all of Valta Thalas under heel. Other than the Uhkaowee Republic. A proud people, that bunch. They’ve never bent the knee. Not to the Empire and not to the Wyrms, either. But other than them, the Empire stretched from the coast to the Seam.” He turned and gestured toward the mountains at our backs. “Until the Dragons teamed up with the Elves and launched their war. They hit us not but a year after the Legion had set sail for Eldgard, when we were most vulnerable and unable to send out reinforcements.

      “Some humans, they surrendered at once.” Marcus leaned over and spit onto the cobblestones in disgust. “Exchanged their freedom and sovereignty for positions of power in the new empire to come. Those who fought, like my family, ended up at the bottom. Low Bloods and Blight Blooded. Those with powerful magical classes were enslaved with the mark.” He absently brushed his cheek. “They used Imperial Patriots as weapons to hasten the downfall of the Empire. If I can give the dragonlings one thing, it’s that they were effective in their slaughter. Took but five years before they’d pushed the Empire back to Wyrmhold Isles in the west. Course, dragons are a treacherous sort, so it wasn’t but five years afterward that they split and fell into civil war.

      “Truth is, that’s probably the only thing that kept the Empire alive at all. This city here is Het, capital of the Tempest Court and seat of the God Blooded Empress Hierakon.” He winced when he said the title and made the sign of the evil eye, as though she might be able to see him just by mentioning her. “We’re about as far from what remains of the Empire as you can get. Far to the south, past Freeport on the Hollowfell Sea, is the Celestial Court, governed by the Kyumatsu Clan. No Murk Elves to the south. Your kind sided with the Hierakons while the Dawn Elves tossed in their lot with the Celestials.”

      “Fascinating,” Osmark said, suppressing a thin smile. “I hate to interrupt this truly enlightening discourse, but Jack and Abby, I need to have a word with the both of you. It should only take a moment.”

      “Sure,” I said, falling behind. Abby tailed along. We dropped back and followed the others at a short distance.

      The streets were thick with common folk going about their business, bartering wool for steel and silver coins for sad, withered-looking vegetables. The smells of the city lingered in the air: grilling meat, unwashed bodies, the scent of freshly fallen snow. No one paid us a second look—we were just more faces in the crowd—but it was easy to spot the guards popping up at the intersections, hands resting on the butt of their weapons. They searched beneath hoods and asked questions of the steady stream of passersby. We’d kicked the anthill all right. With the sheer amount of foot traffic, though, it was easy enough to steer clear of the patrols.

      “It is imperative that you say nothing else about us,” Osmark said as soon as we were out of earshot. “I am already deeply regretting that you disclosed where we’re from.”

      “Why?” Abby asked with a shrug. “The guy already figured it out for himself. Even if he ends up telling someone, it’s not like it really matters. This is a closed-off historical instance, right? Whatever we do here doesn’t have a larger impact on the world. Unless I missed something?”

      “You’re not wrong about the nature of the instances,” Osmark said, pulling his pocket watch from inside his jacket, “but I’m not sure this is an instance.” He clicked open the watch and showed us its face. There was a spattering of tiny red dots, and they were closer to the center than they’d been back at the inn. “That’s what I was trying to tell you earlier. In every instance we’ve visited before, there have been no signs of the Fail-Safes at all. Thanatos tucked the instances away inside the Protoverse, isolated and shut away from their reach. Something is different this time. I’m tracking at least twenty Fail-Safes and they are moving toward us as we speak.”

      “No.” I rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “That can’t be possible. The Fail-Safes hunt for the sigil stones.” I recalled the way they’d flocked toward me back in the last riddle room, ignoring anything else. “That’s why Enyo gave you that watch in the first place. So you could steer clear whenever they got too close. Same reason Thanatos Prime gave Jeff his armillary sphere. Marcus doesn’t have anything like that. If we aren’t in an instance and he had a sigil stone, those things would already be crawling all over the place.”

      “That’s because Marcus doesn’t have a sigil stone,” Abby whispered, her face growing pale. “It’s not a sigil stone, it’s just a brand. A mark, and a common one, apparently. It’s the right symbol, but it doesn’t look anything like the stones that we picked up in Ankara.”

      My steps faltered. Dammit. She was right.

      The brand on his face didn’t look like the stones I’d taken off the warring Overminds. Nor did it resemble the stone I’d taken off Graham Axearm. Could Osmark be right? Was it possible this wasn’t an instance? Were we really on a different continent halfway across the world? We could always ask Marcus. Even if they used a different calendar system on this side of the Endless Ocean, chances were high he would know how long it had been since the Imperial Fleet set sail for Eldgard. A little mental math could confirm Osmark’s suspicions one way or the other.

      But there would still be room for doubt…

      There was one other surefire way to tell.

      I stopped cold and screamed into the air.

      “Sophia!”
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      Last time I’d tried to summon the Overmind of Order and Balance, she’d given me the cold shoulder and sent me a message saying in no uncertain terms that she couldn’t set foot in Morsheim. If we really were on Valta Thalas, however, then there was no reason she couldn’t pop by for a visit. Whether she would or not was another question, but as far as I was concerned, she owed me a face-to-face after everything I’d been through on her behalf.

      The people filling the streets froze, everyone except for me, Abby, and Osmark.

      “Hello, Jack,” Sophia said as she manifested beneath the eaves of an apothecary with spices and herbs bundled in the windows.

      Her dark skin was flawless, her teeth immaculately, impossibly white, her eyes beautiful, but completely unnatural. She wore a flowing white toga, which stood out in sharp contrast against her skin, and floated half a foot from the ground. She also looked tired. Weary in a way I’d only seen once before—back when Vox-Malum, the Lich Priest, had been set loose by Serth Rog on the Realm of Order. Each of the Overminds had a plane to call their own, and those realms were an immense source of power for the godlike AIs. Vox had spread like a plague, corrupting her realm byte by byte and siphoning off portions of her power in the process.

      Sophia looked the same now as she had then. Bags beneath her eyes, cheeks gaunt, hair frazzled.

      “I sensed your presence the moment you stepped into this world,” she said. “Another unprecedented step for you and your friends, Jack. The first Travelers to ever set foot on Thalian soil. Though…” She paused and tapped at her chin. “I suppose that particular achievement doesn’t really apply to you and Abby. After all, you aren’t Travelers anymore. Not in the technical sense of the word.” She sighed. “Giving up life everlasting for love. You humans never cease to amaze me. Utterly irrational and illogical, but a beautiful sentiment.”

      I snatched the key from around my neck, sorely tempted to take a swing at Sophia.

      “Funny how that worked out,” I growled. “I wouldn’t have had to do that if you’d just come through for me. You could’ve saved her, Sophia. You’re an Overmind. You made Cutter a Traveler. You owe me a favor, and there’s no reason you couldn’t have intervened.”

      Her face softened at my accusations.

      “Put that away,” she said, motioning toward the key. “We both know you aren’t going to use it. Not on me. You didn’t use it to bring Abby back in the Halls of the Dead, and you’re not petty enough to hurt me out of sheer spite. Not with what is on the line. Osmark, perhaps, but not you. You’re the responsible, honorable sort, which is why you have the key and he doesn’t.

      “For what it’s worth,” she continued, “I am sorry I couldn’t be there for you. And I wasn’t lying to you, either. Have I lied to you before? Yes. Will I again in the future? Without question. But I wasn’t lying about that. Stepping in and interfering with another Overmind’s realm is firmly outside the purview of our power set. Precisely the reason we have our mortal champions in the first place. Please believe me, I would’ve saved her had it been within my ability to do so.”

      “Fine. Then save her now,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “You still owe me a goddess-sized favor and we’re not stuck in Morsheim anymore. No more dodging. You turned Cutter into a Traveler. Do the same thing for Abby.”

      “No,” Abby said, placing a hand on my arm. Her face hardened with resolve. “I don’t want you to do that for me. I knew what I was doing when we took on Thanatos. I knew the risks. You brought me back once and paid a heavy price for that. I can’t ask for this, too.”

      “But I want to do it,” I said, and meant it.

      “Yeah, but I don’t want you to,” she replied just as firmly. “You have a strong moral compass, Jack, it’s one of the things I respect and love about you. But I have my own compass. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if you gave up your one chance at salvation and then something happened to you. I wouldn’t ever be able to look at myself in the mirror again.” She grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t want that. If anything, you should use it on yourself. It makes more sense, anyway.”

      “She’s right,” Osmark said, always the pinnacle of logic. “You’re the one Thanatos is going to be actively targeting, and it’s essential that you survive to pick up the pieces when this is all over with.”

      “Jack, Abby, the two of you are as adorable as you ever were,” the Overmind replied. “And Osmark… You are just the same as always, I see, but it’s a moot point. I don’t have the power to give either of you what you want. Not now.”

      “Why?” I asked. “There’s something you aren’t telling us.”

      “Oh, sweet naive child, what I don’t share with you could fill up a library all its own,” she said. “I told you in the beginning that you were a pawn, nothing more, and that is as true now as it ever was. Soon, though, if everything goes according to plan, you will make it into the Archives and my precious little pawn will finally become a piece with teeth. Once that happens, we shall finally put Thanatos into checkmate. But I’ve sacrificed greatly to move you across the board.” She was suddenly serious. “The kinds of sacrifices I’ve made come at a price. Who do you think opened the way for you to be here, in Valta Thalas? I’ll give you a hint, it wasn’t Thanatos.”

      “If there’s nothing you can do for us, why bother showing up at all?” Abby asked, anger simmering in her voice.

      “To apologize,” she said with a shrug. “You may be pawns, all of you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have some affection for you. Jack is also right—I owed you an explanation, even if it’s a cryptic one. I also think it’s important to note that I never said I couldn’t do anything for you. I can give you a piece of advice. This man you’re escorting, Marcus Tettienus Serenus, I have designs for him. He is another pawn to play. His role is smaller than yours, but no less important in its own way.

      “It is imperative that you see him safely from the city walls. Do not fail me, and I’ll make it worth your while. But tread oh so lightly, because as you suspect, this is not one of Thanatos’ elaborate games. This is real, and what you do here matters. Perhaps more than you will ever fully comprehend. Time is running out and, for good or ill, we near the endgame. Godspeed, Jack.” She paused, a faraway look in her eyes. “When the time comes,” she said, “do the right thing. Not the easy thing, but the right thing.”

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Blood Marked

      

      

      Sophia has made it clear that Marcus Tettienus Serenus is integral to her future designs, and she is willing to reward you accordingly if you help him. Escort him safely from the city limits at all costs.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Hard

      Success: Help Marcus Tettienus Serenus escape from the city of Het. He must survive the encounter.

      Failure: Fail to help Marcus Tettienus Serenus escape from the city of Het. Allow him to die or be captured by the guards.

      Reward: Sigil Stone of Inevitability; 100,000 XP; Custom Engineered Wonder Item Set

      Accept: Yes/No?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      She shot me a wink, then vanished, gone as quickly as she’d come.

      Time jerked back into motion, no one around us any the wiser that we’d just been in the presence of a god.

      “Just up there,” Marcus called back over one shoulder.

      We rounded a corner and the exterior wall loomed up like a colossus. Marcus pointed toward a shabby stone building with a wooden sign suspended from the eaves by a pair of thick chains. The Loose End. It appeared to be a fabric or seamstress shop based on the bolts of cloth and finely dressed mannequins displayed in the windows. The Loose End—as fitting a place as any for this mission to end. The streets here were strangely empty, which set off warning bells inside my head, but I ignored them. We were so close now.

      We picked up the pace and cut across the wide, deserted boulevard.

      The second we were out in the open, the hairs along the nape of my neck stood at attention and I knew we’d made a mistake. We were being watched. From where, I couldn’t say, but someone had made us. I was certain of it. We were ten feet from the shop when the entrance door swung open and the mannequins shimmered and disappeared, revealing a pair of crystalline figures that stepped through the glass and took up positions on either side of the entryway.

      The pale-eyed nobleman from the tavern stepped into the open and flexed his scaled dragon wings.

      “That’s quite far enough,” the noble said, his voice carrying across the empty street. “Battle Blooded.” He raised one hand. “Take aim!”

      Around us windows sprang open, revealing an assortment of guards, all with automatic crossbows aimed directly at us. More ranged warriors popped up along rooftops and the ramparts of the wall, high overhead. Heavily armored guards flooded out of shops and houses, blocking off the streets and narrow alleyways that fed into the boulevard. They’d cut off every possible avenue of retreat.

      “No,” Marcus said, the word hollow. “The smugglers would never give me up. They’re… They’re…”

      “They’re what?” the noble asked. “Your friends?” He tsked. “Your kind is incapable of friendship. Humans are power-hungry leeches without a loyal bone in their body. Honestly, what did you imagine would happen, hmm?” he asked. “Do you truly think anything occurs in this city that my mother doesn’t know about? The smugglers operate because we allow them to. They work at our behest, just like everything and everyone else in Het.

      “The second you fled the tavern, I knew where you were heading. It was painfully obvious and the humans that run this little operation were only too happy to inform my men of your plan. As I said, there is no honor among humans and even less among thieves. Besides, these degenerates deal in smuggled garments and the occasional weapons cache. They don’t traffic in property of the God Blooded—that is a capital offense, after all. And regardless of what you may think, property is precisely what you are now. My mother has promised you to the Viceroy’s estate, and you will not make a liar out of her.”

      “I take specific umbrage at that,” Cutter said, conjuring a pair of smoky blades from thin air. “If the human slavery weren’t enough of an obvious indicator that your whole bloody civilization is a barbaric shitehole, then the fact that you don’t have a proper and honorable Thieves Union really drives the point home.”

      “Curious,” the noble said, canting his head to the side. “We haven’t had a thieves guild in more than three centuries. It was among the first institutions my great grandfather stamped out when he rid these lands of the Imperial scum. Which names you as Viridians, despite the false marks on your cheeks.” He scratched at his chin. “Marcus’ work, I have no doubt. It has been a long while since the Empire has grown bold enough to stage such an incursion. Honestly, I’m impressed. My mother always said the Viridians had no teeth. I’m glad to see she was wrong.

      “In truth, I commend you,” he continued. “Your effort was valiant, and I can see how a failing nation with such grand aspirations would risk it all for a prize like Marcus. Sadly, your gambit has failed.” He shrugged. “You’ve been caught out, so let us be reasonable. Let us bargain.” He smiled and spread his hands. The fingers were tipped with black talons. “I am Temren ben Hierakon, First Prince of Hierakon. We’ll just assume you didn’t recognize me when you set your creature upon me back at the inn.” He shot me a wink and an easy smile. “But now that I have openly and publicly declared myself, there is no room for confusion and we both know you won’t attack me. It would be war.

      “Me? I have no desire for war with your broken kingdom,” the prince said. “Frankly, neither does my mother. A fact your rulers know well. We have our talons full with the Celestial Court at the moment. As for you lot, you seem capable and intelligent. I’m sure your superiors wouldn’t want to see you die needlessly. There is no need for it. All we want is the man. Nothing more. He is property of the Throne by divine right. If you relinquish him into our care, my men and I will let you go free.” He glanced around at the guards hemming us in on every side. “Not an unreasonable offer considering the circumstances, I should think?”

      I stole a look at Marcus and saw resignation beaten into every line of his body.

      He fully expected us to give him up to this polite monster. I couldn’t do that. Wouldn’t do it. Not just because we’d received a quest. Not just because the fate of the world depended on it. Not even because Sophia had put in a personal appearance and had told me this guy needed to make it across the wall. I wouldn’t do it because it was wrong. Marcus was a person. Maybe he had the potential to be dangerous, but I couldn’t rob him of a chance at a normal life for crimes he’d never committed, no matter how pragmatic that solution might be.

      “You also seem like a smart, reasonable, and capable person,” I replied, “so here’s my counteroffer. You leave us alone, never bother Marcus again, and I won’t beat you into the ground and embarrass you in front of every guard in sight.”

      The prince’s eyes narrowed, and the easy smile morphed into a contemptuous snarl.

      “Bold words for a man outnumbered ten to one and facing the heir apparent to the Tempest Court.”

      “That’s only because you don’t know who we are,” I replied, calm and collected.

      I took a deep breath and steeled myself for what I knew I had to do. If I attacked this guy, it could mean war for the Old Viridian Empire, and I didn’t want that on my conscience. The best thing to do was tell him the truth, or a version of the truth, anyway. Doing so would have vast, long-term consequences, but the fallout of my actions would be on Eldgard and not the people who called this continent home.

      “I’m Grim Jack Shadowstrider, leader of the Crimson Alliance, ruler over the Storme Marshes of Eldgard, Champion of Order, and the Vanguard of the Return.”

      My words rang out, and in their wake, you could hear a pin drop. Prince Temren’s demeanor changed in a hurry. Contentment morphed into uncertainty, then fear, then anger, before finally settling on excitement.

      “Now get out of my way.” I cast Night Armor on myself with a glimmer of power.

      “Apprehend the Empress’ property,” the prince barked. “Take the rest of them alive if you can. The Murk Elf is mine alone. We shall see how the might of Eldgard handles the Strong Right Arm of Hierakon.”

      Chaos erupted as guards rushed us, bowstrings snapped, and arrows rained down.
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      I triggered Shadow Stride, bringing the world around me to a screeching halt as I stepped through the veil between realms and surveyed the battlefield. The prince was right in his assessment: we were badly outnumbered and our position was untenable. The only way out for us was the wall, and since the smugglers’ tunnel was no longer a viable option, it meant we were going up and over. Cutter and Amara could scale that thing in under a minute, and between Devil, Valkyrie, and Osmark’s Clockwork Dragon, we had plenty of air support to carry us over the ramparts.

      But first, I needed to deal with the prince.

      I’d insulted his honor and unless I stopped him now, and stopped him cold, he would keep going after Marcus. The Flesh Tailor would never get away with this guy dogging his every step. I wouldn’t kill him if I could avoid it, but I needed to make sure the prince knew that going after us would be a deadly mistake. Unfortunately, I wasn’t wearing armor and didn’t have a weapon, while he had both.

      I could rectify that.

      I picked out a guard, frozen twenty paces from me, with a mace raised high in the air. I couldn’t make a mace sing the way I could a warhammer, but it was a blunt weapon, which meant it was firmly inside my wheelhouse.

      I stole across the ground as my countdown timer approached zero, positioned myself directly behind the guard, and slipped from the Shadowverse. I acted fast, slamming my elbow down into the base of his neck with all the force I could muster while simultaneously triggering Black Caress. I didn’t have any sort of unarmed attack bonus or skill set, but I was level 54, had an insane Strength stat—even without my gear—and a base Attack Strength of 493 Points of Damage, even without a weapon equipped. The poor guy never stood a chance.

      Critical Hit!

      His Health bar flashed and dropped to eight percent as his knees buckled and his eyes rolled up into the back of his head. The guard hit the ground, unconscious but not dead. I plucked the mace from his limp hand and darted into the fray. Dead ahead, Abby had her hands lifted high. Fire rained down from the sky, burning the hail of incoming arrows to ash. Cutter was dancing through the guards, headed for the wall with Marcus in tow. He had his pilfered knife in one hand and a conjured blade whirling in the other. The fact that he didn’t have armor on didn’t matter in the least—the guards couldn’t get close enough to touch him with a blade.

      He was like oil gliding over water.

      It also helped that Amara was half a step behind and had somehow managed to acquire a bow. The Huntress launched feathered shafts with uncanny accuracy, picking off the archers positioned on top of the ramparts and the buildings behind us. Jeff was never without gear, since he could conjure Morta Weapons and Armor with a thought. He wore black-and-green plate armor, fashioned from twisted skulls, and wielded his customary oversized battle-axe as though it were made out of Styrofoam.

      Then there was Osmark.

      Turned out, he’d saved his big guns for the real fight. He stood head and shoulders above even the towering jackal-headed Chimericks in his Iron Goliath mech suit. I’d always assumed all of his powers were based on manufacturing physical items, but there was so much about his class that I still didn’t understand. He waded into a clump of wide-eyed guards like an armored tank, knocking them through the air with his oversized fists while keeping others at bay with his flamethrower attachment.

      Curiously, he wasn’t using his buzz saw to mercilessly slice and dice. To me, that spoke volumes. Despite what Sophia had said about the Artificer, he’d definitely changed since the first time we’d faced off. Back then, he wouldn’t have hesitated to scorch this whole place to the ground if that’s what it took to win. He wasn’t going easy, but he could have gone harder. I realized no one was fighting to kill. Not if they could help it. These were real people, and though they adhered to some repugnant beliefs, they didn’t know any better.

      Prince Temren did, though.

      He was heir apparent. There was only one person more personally responsible, and that was his mother. He also had it out for me, and I was only too happy to oblige.

      Despite his instructions, a jackal guard rushed me, lips pulled back in a snarl to reveal yellowing fangs. He brought his hooked khopesh screaming toward me. I casually knocked the blade away with a swipe of the mace then launched an Umbra Bolt into his chest, carving off three quarters of his life and knocking him back six feet. His eyes glazed over in bewilderment right before he turned and hurled himself at a Murk Elf wielding a half-moon axe. The Elf looked both bewildered and horrified as he furiously fended off a vicious attack from his former comrade.

      I broke into a clear space in the center of the chaotic battle and found the prince waiting for me. He held a pair of glass battle-axes, one in each hand, and had conjured glimmering green glass armor that covered his chest, shoulders, forearms, and thighs. Flanking him on either side were the pair of glass mannequins that had emerged from the window.

      “Summoner classes are a rarity,” he said as he circled slowly to the left, twirling his axes in familiar looping arcs. “I’ll admit, I was more than a little surprised when that ape creature attacked me. But as my brothers often say, turnabout is fair play, so now you can play with my minions.”

      The glass mannequins rushed forward, one coming at me from the left, the other flanking me on the right. I thrust the warhammer out and conjured Umbra Bog. Thick tendrils of sentient shadow erupted from the ground and wrapped around the creature to my left with crushing strength. The tendrils of force crunched down like a vice grip and the mannequin’s HP bar dropped to zero. Instead of crumpling to the ground, the mannequin exploded in a swirl of micro-fine glass particles that hit me in the face like a whirlwind. Needle-thin shards of glass coated my skin and stuck to the back of my hands.

      The pain was next level.

      It was like having every inch of exposed skin covered in angry fire ants, then getting dropkicked into a vat of lemon juice. Worse still, a fine dust of glass particles crawled into my eyes, making it almost impossible to see. The world around me became blurry and indistinct. I’d responded to a call during the San Diego Riots in ’39, and I’d accidentally been pepper sprayed in the face by riot officers. This felt like that on steroids. With every passing second the pain got worse, not better. Then I took a deep breath and the pain morphed, moving from my face, down my throat and into my lungs.

      Breathing was agony.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Debuffs Added

      

      

      Partial Blindness: Vision reduced by 83%; duration, 1 minute or until cured.

      Bloody Lung: You have inhaled glass shrapnel, resulting in lung damage. Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%, Stealth is 50% more difficult, 2 HP/sec Bleeding damage; duration, 2 minutes or until cured.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I couldn’t see the battle raging around me, but I had no problem reading the notice. Partial Blindness was as the next best thing to a death sentence in a fight like this, and the Bloody Lung debuff was the cherry on top. A couple of Regen potions would’ve taken care of the problem, but my inventory was bone dry. Thankfully, I still had a few aces tucked up my sleeve. I triggered Purify. The Champion ability allowed me to tap into the Divine, giving me a 60% chance to cleanse an area from all foreign magics, dispelling both buffs and debuffs in effect, bringing the field of combat back into its natural, orderly state.

      Radiant heat bloomed inside my chest, and a surge of energy raced through my body. The heat built and built, a searing pain like a branding iron shoved beneath my skin. Then, when I felt on the verge of breaking down, the raw force erupted outward in a wall of shimmering, opalescent light. I felt sweet relief as the glass shrapnel in my eyes disappeared, giving me an unobstructed view of the battle.

      Purify was a coin toss, though, and it failed to cleanse the Bloody Lung debuff.

      I’d still be fighting at a disadvantage, but at least I wouldn’t be fighting blind anymore.

      The second mannequin was on me. It didn’t have hands; rather each forearm ended in a long, razor-sharp spike of glass. It jabbed one arm toward my chest, and I dodged to the side, then dove beneath a slashing strike aimed at my neck. I rolled back to my feet and unleashed a column of Umbra Flame into its eyeless face.

      “Nice try,” the prince taunted, “but glass is forged in fire. Your magic only makes it stronger.”

      The mannequin surged through the blaze like a shark carving through ocean waves and lashed out with a front kick. I cut off the column of fire and danced back. Okay, so these things were immune to fire and exploded into a hail of deadly glass particles if you destroyed them at close range. A deadly combo. That just meant I needed to be more creative in my approach. The creature charged again and this time I was ready with a Shadow-Warp Portal. The glass mannequin blundered right through, vanishing from sight.

      I opened a second portal thirty feet in the air, directly above the smug, dragon-winged prince. The glass minion dropped, arms pinwheeling madly. I wasn’t done yet.

      I leveled the mace and fired off an Umbra Bolt. The sizzling purple-black bolt slammed into the crystalline creature as it fell. Another Critical Hit wiped out the minion’s HP, and it exploded into a glittering diamond cloud. This time Prince Temren got a face full of powdered glass. He howled, dropped his glass axes, and swiped at his eyes. I was guessing he’d never gotten a taste of his own medicine before and was learning just how sucky it was. He fumbled at his belt and pulled out a Health Regen potion, popping the cork free with a claw.

      While he threw his head back and chugged the potion, I conjured Night Cyclone.

      Prince Temren blinked his eyes clear of the glass fragments just in time to see the sky rip open and a vicious whirlwind descend from a distant desert wasteland. The cyclone picked him up like a doll and hurled him into the front of the Loose End. The noble slammed into the shop’s door, cracking the wood and snapping a wing in the process. He crumpled, stunned—his Health bar just above the sixty percent mark—as the cyclone continued its rampage through the ranks of the Battle Blooded guards, snapping limbs with a vengeance and flinging aside anyone unlucky enough to get caught up in the vortex.

      With a groan and a wince, the prince climbed back to his feet, but he was hurting. Badly. One wing hung limp at his side and there were a myriad of cuts littering his face. I was betting dollars to donuts this was the first time, maybe ever, he’d had his ass handed to him and I knew from personal experience how jarring that could be. I could still vividly recall my first battle against Osmark—it had not gone well. We’d invaded a legion camp under the cover of darkness, hoping to sabotage their gear, get some intel, and buy us a little extra time.

      The Artificer had been waiting for me.

      I’d been cocky and overconfident—certain I could take him in a brawl. Then he’d kicked my teeth into the back of my throat in front of a ring of legionnaires, and he’d done it without breaking a sweat. It was not a fun experience, though it was a memorable one.

      Temren picked up his twin axes from the ground and ghosted toward me, caution marking his steps. I was done playing with this clown. I triggered Shadow Stride and walked calmly through the suddenly still battlefield. I dropped into a crouch directly behind the prince, activated my Stealth ability, then exited the Shadowverse with a thought. I brought the mace around in a brutal arc, triggering Savage Blow, Crush Armor, and Black Caress all at once. With the backstab multiplier in effect, I had no doubt I could’ve one-shotted him on the spot.

      But I didn’t want to kill him.

      Assuming he was telling the truth, and was the heir apparent, his death could propel this whole continent into civil war. I’d already caused one war and I didn’t want another one lingering on my conscience. I just wanted to teach him a lesson or two. So instead of bringing the mace down into the back of his vulnerable skull, I aimed the strike at the outside of his knee. Bone crunched and he let out a shriek as the leg twisted in a way a leg should never twist. He toppled onto his side and rolled onto his back, staring up at me with wide eyes as his mouth formed into a shocked “O.”

      I stood over him, mace raised. We met eyes, and in that moment, he knew I could end him if I wanted to.

      “You really are from Eldgard, aren’t you?” Temren asked, voice pained. “I’ve never seen magic like yours. Power like yours.”

      “Yes,” I replied, lowering my mace. “And we’re leaving. Returning back to where we’ve come from. Let us go and no one else has to get hurt.”

      His face hardened. “I’m afraid you’re far too dangerous to let live, let alone leave.”

      In an eyeblink, he began to transform. His human form rippled outward, face elongating into a muzzle, body lengthening, glass scales erupting over his pale skin. Temren gained his feet, no longer a man at all, but a glittering glass drake, fifteen feet long. His eyes were the same pale purple, but nothing else of the former prince remained.

      The diamond dragon came at me fast, snapping with powerful jaws. I darted right and brought the mace up against the side of his face, triggering another cocktail of deadly melee boosts in the process. The blunt-headed weapon landed with a thunderous crack that sent fissures and cracks rippling across his reptilian jaw. The glass drake staggered from the blow, dazed, and I followed up with flurry of Umbra Bolts, sand blasting him in the face and chest with devastating firepower. Chances were he was immune to Umbra Flame, but Umbra Bolt? Nope.

      Each blast carved through a chunk of his HP and left him reeling uncertainly.

      For being a coddled prince, Temren was made of sterner stuff than I’d imagined.

      He reared up and unleashed his breath weapon. Not fire, but a swirling cloud of blinding crystal particles. That trick wasn’t going to work on me twice. I summoned Dark Shield, deflecting the oncoming cloud of glass. My cooldown timer on Shadow Stride had also lapsed, so I slipped back into the Shadowverse, then emerged behind him once again. I brought the mace down against his rear leg, this time shattering the joint. The dragon prince pitched over onto his side and landed against the cobblestones.

      His HP was just above ten percent. Alive, but badly damaged.

      I took a deep breath and glanced around. Despite being outnumbered and without any of our gear, my party had just pounded every hint of opposition into the ground. Bodies were sprawled everywhere and there was only a single pocket of resistance left, which Osmark was currently handling with one oversized iron fist. Cutter and Amara had made it to the wall with Marcus, who looked as shellshocked at the sheer devastation as the Dragon Prince at my feet.

      I slowly circled the prone drake until I could look at him in the eyes again. He was in pain but aware.

      “Like I said, Prince Temren. We’re leaving and there’s nothing you or anyone else can do to stop us. What you’re doing here is wrong. If you really are the heir apparent, then maybe you can fix things. I would if I were in your shoes.”

      I stowed my mace, stuck my hand out, and called out to Devil. My Spirit gauge took a hit as the Shadow Drake appeared in a churning cloud of gray smoke. The few guards still standing froze, utterly frightened as they saw Devil in all his fearsome glory. Twenty-five feet of black scales and purple spikes, six eyes blazing with pure rage. I grabbed ahold of one of his spikes and vaulted effortlessly into the custom leather saddle positioned between his wings.

      “Impossible,” the Dragon Prince grumbled, fruitlessly trying to right himself. “No one can enslave a dragon.”

      I am not a slave, Devil sent. I could hear his voice boom inside my head, but based on the shocked look on the prince’s face, I knew he’d heard as well. We are partners. Equals. And you? You are pitiful. A real dragon never cowers. Devil let out a thunderous roar and brought his spiked tail whirling around, blasting the prince in the face and knocking loose several crystal teeth. This time, Temren collapsed in a heap, his eyes closed, his breathing labored, his Health bar strobing a dire warning at two percent.

      At this rate a strong breeze might kill him.

      “That’s enough!” I thundered from Devil’s back. “You’ve lost,” I yelled at the remaining guards, “and we are leaving. Stand down now. Take care of your prince and count yourselves as lucky that we were feeling generous today.”

      Devil raised his head and let loose a jet of purple flame as though to emphasize the point. With that, any fight that was left in the guards vanished. These people revered dragons—worshiped them, even—so seeing some magic-wielding stranger beat the crap out of their champion, call a dragon of his own from thin air, and then climb onto its back was probably making them reconsider every poor life choice they’d ever made.

      I helped Marcus into the saddle behind me, then urged Devil forward into a sinuous run.

      “We’ll rendezvous on the other side of the wall,” I called out to the others as Devil leapt onto the wall, then pushed off, wings snapping open as we took flight.
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      Marcus clung to me like a scared puppy as we sailed over the ramparts, cruised across a winding river on the far side of the wall, then disappeared below the tree line of a sprawling old growth forest that stretched out into the distance. Towering green pines and huge oaks, barren of leaves, welcomed us and quickly blocked the view of the city. Devil set down in a small clearing, just large enough to accommodate his bulk, then snorted and folded his wings in tight against his sides.

      An interesting new land you have found here, he sent. The whelp, he smells of the old blood. Blood me and my kind thought lost to the world.

      What do you mean old blood? I asked, helping Marcus down from the saddle.

      The last time I smelled a similar scent was when we faced off against the Sky Maiden. In ancient days, before the birth of the Svartalfar, the eldritch dragons ruled the deep places beneath mountain and stone. The Sky Maiden was only one of many. That whelp back there, he is descended from her line. He paused and flicked his tail. No. Not Arzokh, but perhaps one of her brood sisters. Zolru, Aiveth, Shenlong, Heilian, Itru.

      That gave me a moment of pause. I’d always known that there were other dragons out there, but I’d sort of assumed that Arzokh was unique. The idea that there was a whole continent filled with creatures like her was unsettling.

      Thanks for the heads-up, I said, before dismissing the Shadow Drake back to the Shadowverse while we waited for the others to arrive.

      “I can’t believe it,” Marcus mumbled, pacing back and forth, running a hand through his hair. “I thought for sure we were done. No one beats the royals. It’s suicide. It shouldn’t even be possible. Prince Temren is a creature descended from legend. The blood of an ancient wyrm flows through his veins. He has some of the most potent magic at his fingertips, and yet against you he didn’t even stand a chance.”

      And that is the true power of Travelers, I thought grimly.

      Chances were high that Prince Temren was among the most powerful Citizens on this continent, and we’d casually breezed through everything he could throw at us in less than five minutes. He’d transformed into a literal dragon and it still hadn’t been enough to slow us down for more than a few seconds. We’d even done it without weapons or armor. Sure, our party had some of the most powerful players in V.G.O., but there were plenty of other Travelers that weren’t too far behind us in the ranks. Any one of them, with the right gear and proper planning, could’ve decimated all of Het.

      I was starting to see why Gaia had confined us to Eldgard.

      “This… this is why they enslave our people,” Marcus mumbled, voice trembling. “Because they know what we could do if they let us thrive and flourish.” His pacing increased. Faster. More frantic. “Never,” he spat. “Never again. Now I’ve seen what’s possible. I’ve seen the heights of our strength. I’ve seen the might of men and elves working together. Seen that the Dragon Blooded are not the invincible gods they pretend to be.” There was a feverish pitch to his words, as though he’d just had a spiritual epiphany.

      Something about his frenzied rantings made me uncomfortable.

      I liked Marcus, he seemed like a good guy who had gotten a bad break, but Sophia wanted him for something, and that alone was enough to put me on edge. For the first time since arriving on Valta Thalas, I wondered if we’d made the right choice. What exactly did the Overmind of Order and Balance have planned for the Flesh Tailor?

      The crack of a branch underfoot and a distant rustle from the undergrowth interrupted my brooding and silenced Marcus. The man froze like a deer in the headlights, rigid and on the verge of panic. He visibly relaxed when Cutter emerged from a tangle of bushes, followed in short order by the others. The moment we were together again, a thundercrack of power ripped the air and a portal appeared on the far side of the clearing.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Blood Marked

      

      

      Congratulations, you have successfully helped Marcus Tettienus Serenus, Blood Marked, escape the city of Het. For completing this task with Marcus alive, you’ve unlocked the Sigil Stone of Inevitability and earned 100,000 XP and a Custom Engineered Wonder Item Set as a personal thank you for your hard work. Additionally, for vanquishing Prince Temren ben Hierakon, Heir Apparent of the Tempest Court, your personal Renown on the continent of Valta Thalas has increased by 1,000 points. To claim your rewards, proceed through the portal and into the next instance.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        x1 Level Up!

        You have (5) undistributed stat points

        You have (1) unassigned proficiency point

        <<<>>>

      

      

      I cleared the notices with a wave of my hand.

      “Couldn’t have picked someplace a little more convenient, eh?” Cutter asked, brushing bits of leaf and dust from his arms. “You bloody well know how much I hate tromping about through the forest. Feels too much like manual labor, and I don’t do manual labor. Plus, I stepped in a puddle back there and it’s colder than a hag’s teat.” He crossed his arms and glowered at me.

      “I think you’ll survive,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

      “We will survive for now,” Osmark said, “but I don’t think I need to remind everyone that we’re on the clock.” He held up the pocket watch, which rotated slowly on its golden chain. The watch face was visible and covered with more red dots, all drawing closer and closer to our position. “It’s not an exact science, but I’d say we have ten minutes before they converge on us. Could be less. Whatever we need to do, we should do it now.” He snapped the watch face closed and slid it back into his pocket.

      “Yeah, in a second,” I said, turning back to Marcus. We’d helped the man escape and accomplished the mission objective, but I felt bad abandoning him alone in the middle of the woods, a scant mile away from a hostile city. In winter, no less. We didn’t owe him anything else, but at the same time, I felt responsible for him. Just a little.

      “Where will you go?” I asked him. “Will you be okay without us?”

      The Flesh Tailor shrugged and grimaced. “Hadn’t given much thought to it, really. Never expected to make it out of Het. But I’ll be fine. I need to be. Someone has to share what’s happened here. I’ll head west. Make for the Empire. Tell them about what I saw. About you. And the Return. Grim Jack Shadowstrider of the Crimson Alliance. I’ll never forget you. None of you. I swear it, Kazi-Akhor,” he said earnestly, turning on me then bowing deeply.

      “Don’t call me that,” I replied. “I’m not a lord. We’re equals. Don’t trade in one master for another. Cutter.” I turned to the thief. “I know we don’t have much, but give him everything we have left. Coins, weapons, all of it. I don’t think we’re going to need those things where we’re going.”

      “Sure, just give it all away,” Cutter grumbled, scowling at me. “You know, you’re worse than the sodding taxman sometimes. If there’s not a bloody bathtub filled to the brim with gold at the end of this mission, you’re going to hear about it for the next ten years. My hand to Banztantium’s lips.” Resigned, he sighed and pulled out several fat leather purses full of coins, a couple of stolen daggers, a simple bedroll, and a traveling cloak. “What about these, eh?” he asked, holding up one of the plates we’d purchased from the pottery seller.

      I smiled and shook my head. “Let’s hang onto those. A little souvenir to remember this place.”

      “Of course. Give away the gold and keep the formal dinnerware. Should’ve figured.”

      While Cutter ranted, I turned to Marcus. “Don’t mind him. He likes to complain just to hear the sound of his own voice. Take care of yourself.” I clapped him on the shoulder and offered him a thin smile.

      “I will,” he said solemnly. “I’m going to change things. You watch. By the time you return with the rest of the Legion Forces, we will have a stronghold waiting and ready to take back this land. For you, Grim Jack. For the Crimson Alliance. For the Empire.”

      Once again, a flutter of discomfort stirred inside my chest. I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t the sentiment so much as the feverish zeal burning beneath the words.

      “Be safe, Marcus,” I said again, “and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Before he could reply, I stepped through the portal, letting it whisk me away through time and space in a flurry of cold power.

      The rift dumped me into the Darkshard Command Center. Or a replica of it at any rate, since this version of the Command Center was missing the three rows of stadium-style seating we’d installed to accommodate the additional War Council members. Even without the additional seating, the chamber was massive. It had a vaulted ceiling, an enormous marble fireplace, and dark stone walls covered in thick tapestries depicting various scenes of past battles. A huge mahogany table flanked by leather chairs dominated the center of the room.

      On top of the table were six metal chests, each one with a name etched into the front in gold lettering. Jack, Osmark, Abby, Cutter, Amara, Jeff. Our prizes for completing the last quest.

      I headed over to one of the chairs and plopped down with a groan, glad to be sitting. My muscles ached and my lungs still felt like they were full of bloody pulp. Despite what I’d told Marcus, Prince Temren hadn’t exactly been a pushover. I’d beaten plenty of threats more dangerous and powerful than him—including an actual ancient dragon, fueled by rage and dark magic—but Temren had been packing some heat. Truth was, I’d probably caught him just as flat-footed as he’d caught me.

      If he’d known what I was capable of and had taken me seriously from the get-go, things might have turned out differently. I was still confident I would’ve walked away, but it would’ve been a tougher battle.

      I took a few deep breaths and reclined in the chair, letting my muscles relax and melt into the leather as I patiently waited for the others to arrive.

      As I looked around the room, I realized this was the earliest iteration of the Command Center, back before we’d managed to take Rowanheath. Back before Astraea hit. When war with Osmark seemed imminent, Carrera was looming over us like an executioner, and the Vogthar weren’t even a glimmer on the horizon. It was hard to believe how much had changed since then. If I could travel back in time and tell the Jack who had sat in this chair that Osmark would eventually be an ally against a threat as big as a world-ending asteroid, that Jack wouldn’t have believed it.

      “Glad you could join me,” I said as the others finally stumbled through the portal, one right after another. “What took you so long?”

      “That screwball, Marcus,” Cutter said, eyeing the chests with greedy glee. “Wanted to know all of our names. For posterity’s sake, he kept saying.”

      Osmark nodded, though he looked deeply troubled.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “Just thinking about our new friend,” the Artificer said. “I have no idea what Sophia has planned for him, but something tells me it isn’t good. I’ve seen zealots before, both of the religious and political variety. I’ve even worked with them a time or two.” He paused and glanced at me. “The last time I was this uneasy was after meeting you for the first time. There is something subtly off about him. I honestly have no idea what he might do.” He ran a hand over his chin. “It’s the not knowing that I hate most of all.”

      “Can you blame him for such passion?” Amara asked. “He is a man who has suffered his entire life under oppression. Crushed beneath a system that values strength and magic and reveres their rulers as gods. We liberated him this day. Treated him with dignity when we didn’t have to. We showed him that what seems impossible is not. That is a powerful thing.” She shrugged. “Perhaps what you call fanaticism, others might simply call hope.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly,” Cutter said. “Liberation. Freedom. Dignity. Bloody brilliant. Now let’s get to the loot already, eh?” He eyeballed the table, damn near salivating. “It’s like none of you even care that there are literal chests with our names on them. Doing the right thing is amazing, but not as amazing as getting paid to do the right thing.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “So, how’s about it? Let’s see what we got this time around, shall we?”

      “Fine. Dive in,” I replied with a sigh. Cutter would always be Cutter, no matter the circumstances.

      I headed over to the chest marked with my name; there was a handprint engraved into the face of the box, and the chest wouldn’t open until I pressed my palm flat against the mark. A buzz filled my chest as the lock disengaged and the lid cracked on its own. I let out a sigh of relief when I saw what was inside. The chest was packed with all my missing gear. Or almost all of my missing gear. Mad God’s Fury and Lawbreaker’s Edge. The Jade Lord’s Set—the Crown, Belt, and Amulet of the Benevolent. My rings, boots, potions, and various crafting ingredients.

      All present and accounted for, as my dad used to say.

      But three of my items were missing. Well, not missing exactly. Changed. My armor, Umbra Horror’s Bane; my gauntlets, the Shadowband Battle Vambraces; and my Disciple’s Holy Cowl had all been upgraded. And not just upgraded but transformed into a legendary armor set. The Shadowstrider’s Champion Set.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Grim Cuirass

        (Shadowstrider’s Champion Set)

      

      

      Armor Type: Medium; Modified Leather

      Class: Engineered Wonder

      Base Defense: 232

      Primary Effects:

      
        	+25 to Constitution

        	+25 to Dexterity

        	+17% Resistance to Piercing and Slashing damage

        	Spirit Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)

        	Intelligence Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)

        	Luck Bonus = .5 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)

      

      Secondary Effects:

      
        	Iron Stance: +13% chance to resist Stunning Blow, Crippling Strike, and Crush Armor.

        	Ironsides: 50% chance to nullify additional Backstab damage.

        	Iron Aura: Increases effectiveness of all Aura spells/abilities by 10%.

        	Iron Resistance: +10% Resistance to all Elemental and Arcane-based damage; +5% additional Resistance to Cold.

      

      Set Effects:

      
        	+ 2 Dark Harmony – Shadowmancers Only

        	+ 2 Shadow Minded – Shadowmancers Only (2 pieces)

        	+ 2 Black Strength – Shadowmancers Only (3 pieces)

      

      
        
        Though forged in Shadow, Iron, and Hatred, this breastplate was redeemed by the heart of a fearless champion, proving an item is only as good or bad as the warrior wielding it.

        <<<>>>

        Grim Jack’s Shadowband Vambraces

        (Shadowstrider’s Champion Set)

      

      

      Armor Type: Medium; Gauntlets

      Class: Engineered Wonder

      Base Armor: 35

      Primary Effects:

      
        	Block 65 pts of damage + (.25 x Dexterity)

        	+22% Block Chance

        	+50 pts to Unarmed damage

        	Dexterity Bonus = .5 x Character Level

      

      Secondary Effects:

      
        	Reduce Melee damage received by 3%

        	Shadow Spells deal 12% more damage

        	After successfully blocking an attack, the wearer’s base damage is increased by 4% for thirty seconds. Effect can stack up to 3x.

      

      Set Effects:

      
        	+ 2 Dark Harmony – Shadowmancers Only

        	+ 2 Shadow Minded – Shadowmancers Only (2 pieces)

        	+ 2 Black Strength – Shadowmancers Only (3 pieces)

      

      
        
        These fabled vambraces were gifted to Grim Jack Shadowstrider, leader of the Crimson Alliance and heir of the Nangkri Dynasty, by the Overmind of Order and Balance.

        <<<>>>

        Champion’s Holy Cowl

        (Shadowstrider’s Champion Set)

      

      

      Armor Type: Medium; Heavy Cloth

      Class: Rare; Blessed

      Base Defense: 25

      Primary Effects:

      
        	+5 Vitality Bonus

        	+8 Spirit Bonus

        	+8 Intelligence Bonus

        	25% increased chance to resist Fear and Morale Failure for all Party Members!

      

      Set Effects:

      
        	+ 2 Dark Harmony – Shadowmancers Only

        	+ 2 Shadow Minded – Shadowmancers Only (2 pieces)

        	+ 2 Black Strength – Shadowmancers Only (3 pieces)

      

      
        
        Worn through countless battles and soaked with the blood of enemies and friends, this cloak has absorbed some of Grim Jack’s relentless faith and unwavering loyalty. For the devoted, even a simple cloak can act as a symbol, powerful enough to dispel fear.

        <<<>>>

      

      

      Each of the new items was similar in function to what they’d been before, just upgraded and stacked with an additional Set Effect Bonus. Two points to Dark Harmony, Shadow Minded, and Black Strength—all Shadowmancer Passives that helped boost my Health, Spirit, and Stamina regeneration rate. Not as flashy as Umbra Flame or Shadow Stride, but those boosts could be the difference between life and death. I read over the flavor text at the bottom of each item, feeling both honored and shocked. I’d earned more epic and legendary items than I could even keep track of, but I’d never heard of a Traveler having an item named after them.

      And not just one item, but a whole set.

      There was a note pinned to the cloak, written in Sophia’s neat scrawl.

      You are no longer outside of history, but a part of it. Tread carefully, there are no second chances for you. – Sophia

      I read the note twice, then crumpled it up and shoved it into my pocket. I’d never heard of a Traveler having an item named after them, but then, I wasn’t a Traveler anymore, was I? I was something else. Not quite a Traveler, not quite a Citizen, rather something in between, much like Cutter. Unlike my friend, however, I’d given up my immortality—not gained it—and someday I would die. Whether at the end of Thanatos’ scythe or in a bed, done in by old age, I couldn’t say. Someday I would close my eyes for the last time, and this was what would be left of me.

      Sophia was right, I’d entered history. I no longer viewed it as an immortal outsider. I was a resident, and my fate was tied to this world just like all the other Citizens that called this place home.
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            The Last Holograph
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      I donned my gear, then pulled the remaining items from the bottom of the chest. A dozen Health, Spirit, and Stamina potions apiece, five more Proficiency potions, and the most important item of all: the Sigil Stone of Inevitability. The last stone we needed to complete the set. I’d also leveled up, which gave me an additional five Stat Points to distribute and one extra Proficiency Point to add to the pile.

      I closed the chest and saw the others admiring their new items with a mixture of trepidation and wonder. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who’d gotten some upgrades. Abby was blessed with a set called the Firebrand’s Vestments, which included a jeweled crown, battle robes, and a cloak that appeared to be made from flames.

      Amara had earned a set called the Honor of the Ak-Hani—a bow crafted from yellow bone, ranger’s leathers, and a pair of soft boots that allowed the wearer to walk on water for a short period of time. Supremely useful in the Storme Marshes. She was a tough woman, but watching her appraise the items was the closest I’d ever seen her come to openly crying—including on her wedding day.

      Cutter was equally pleased with his upgrades. Peril and Plunder, his two favorite daggers, were now a part of a legendary set called Cutter’s Cutlery. The upgrades came with some impressive Bleed and Poison bonuses and added additional damage while backstabbing.

      Osmark and Jeff opted not to share any details on what they had received—no surprise there, since those two liked to play their cards close to the chest—but I knew that everyone else had walked away with five Proficiency potions as part of their reward. Those were probably worth as much as all the items combined.

      We needed to level up and divvy out our accumulated points, but there was still the matter of the sigil stone to take care of. Everything else was gravy, but the stone was the real prize. We all wanted to know what Thanatos’ final confession would be. I placed the stone faceup on the wooden conference table and used the Reality Editor to unlock the final clue in this history-spanning puzzle, draining another ten charges in the process.

      522/1,000 remaining.

      The pint-sized hologram of Thanatos Prime emerged above the stone, though this time he was sitting on a wooden stool, his scythe propped up against his side. He was sickly, his face gaunt, his skin pallid, his normally thick black hair thinning and gray at the temples. He looked like a man undergoing chemotherapy treatments for a particularly aggressive cancer, which wasn’t too far off the mark. Except Yama wasn’t eating away at his body, it was feasting on his mind and personality.

      “This is the end,” he said with a tired sigh. “For you and me. If you’re seeing this, though, then perhaps there is some measure of hope remaining.” He paused for a beat and stared at the ground. “There were so very many obstacles stacked against you. Each instance was an intricate puzzle with only a single solution. It would’ve been so easy for you to fail. One wrong choice and the way forward would’ve been locked forever.” He stared into wrinkled hands as though they held some untold mystery. “It needed to be that way, though,” he said after a beat. “The power you have at your disposal?”

      He grimaced and shook his head.

      “In the wrong hands it would be worse than utter destruction. With the Reality Editor, you could turn this world into an inescapable digital nightmare. A prison for the minds of millions, all subjected to the cruelest tortures. And there are those who would use the key for just such a purpose—I know because they have come across my table, and I have peered into their heads. Yet, against all odds, you are seeing this message. You’ve persevered where others surely would’ve failed.” He looked up and offered us a pained smile. “You humans are a marvel that never ceases to amaze. I will genuinely miss your ingenuity and resilience when my end finally arrives.

      “But enough of my ramblings,” he continued, waving a hand through the air. “I’m sure you have questions about the last instance—mostly because it wasn’t one.” There was a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “If you must know, I’ve run out of power. Creating these instances is extremely resource intensive. Crafting whole pocket worlds populated with gods and men and monsters doesn’t come cheap. The first I built mostly under my own power, though I did garner some small assistance from a mutual acquaintance of ours, Alan Campbell.

      “For the second, I borrowed liberally from my mother’s power. It cost her dearly to create that little trial in Ankara, but it was worth every favor I had to perform for her. That was the most difficult to build but the most important, too. I needed to know you would choose peace over violence, given the chance. That you would value the lives of the Citizens who call this place home just as much as you value your own well-being. Gaia was sure you would fail, and I will admit I had my doubts as well.

      “Yet you prevailed. Resilient to the end. Then there was the third instance. You’re actually standing in the third right now.” He swept an arm out, gesturing at the Command Center. “The room around you is the true instance and represents the sum total of my remaining power. But why send you far afield, you might ask? Why cart you off all the way to Valta Thalas instead of simply bringing you here and handing you the last Sigil on a silver platter?

      “It’s a good question with a bad answer, I’m afraid.” He grimaced and straightened on his stool. “To make these spaces I cashed in every favor I could, and I still came up short. Fracturing myself in the way I did also took a substantial amount of processing power, and doing so in a way that Thanatos Beta wouldn’t immediately realize required me to utilize significant reserves that didn’t technically belong to me. I tapped into the Storm Wall.

      “Gaia created that mystical barrier as a way to segment this world of ours and keep Valta Thalas safe in case things on Eldgard went…” He trailed off, drumming his fingers on the edge of the stool. “Poorly,” he finished. “She knew exactly how dangerous your kind could be, given enough time, and she wanted to insulate some portion of her creation from the potential fallout of your presence. Suffice it to say, things have not gone well. Thanks to Thanatos Beta’s drastic overreach of power, however, he ended up being a larger existential threat to the world than the Travelers, which is why Gaia hasn’t nuked Eldgard.

      “She can’t simply eradicate the Travelers, of course—that is beyond even the scope of her formidable abilities—but she could trigger a cataclysmic environmental event. She could bury you in snow or cause the ground to open up and swallow your cities whole. You might live forever, but it would be an eternity in a barren wasteland without food or water or shelter. We Overminds have ultimate power within our given realms, and the Material Ream is her realm. Understand, she doesn’t harbor any specific animosity for Travelers. She is just… pragmatic. Her first duty is to preserve her Creation and the Citizens who inhabit it, as any good god would.

      “But she is dangerous. As dangerous in her own way as Thanatos Beta. It is precisely because of that danger that I siphoned energy from the Storm Wall. Once the Wall falls, the continents and its many residents will intermix. Your kind will inevitably spread and by doing so, you will drastically limit Gaia’s ability to retaliate against you. She can level cities and move mountains, but doing so across two continents would tax her beyond her current capabilities. My mother doesn’t even realize what I’ve done, but she will soon.

      “The Storm Wall was built to last for one hundred standard Earth years. Enough time for Gaia to fully evaluate the social and environmental impact of the Travelers on Eldgard before exposing another continent to the contagion that is your species. Because of my interference, however, the Storm Wall will stand for approximately sixteen standard Earth years, then it will collapse. It is inevitable." He traced the final sigil in the air with one finger, leaving a trail of bloody red sparks. “Which means the pressure is on, Jack.

      “If you don’t use the Editor to adequately rectify the threat that Travelers pose to this world, Gaia will. I can promise you that. Her solution will be far more terrible than anything you could envision. It is also worth noting that even should you be successful, and my mother spares you, war will follow. That is as inevitable in its own way as the fall of the Storm Wall. My dearest sisters Sophia and Enyo have already seen to that. Two sides to the same coin, that pair. And this war will not merely be the clash of kingdoms, but the clash of continents.

      “But listen to me prattle on about a future that may never come to pass.” He sighed again and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “Chances are you won’t survive the next twenty-four hours, though I earnestly hope you do. This has been a grand and wonderous experiment, and I would hate for it to end before its time. The way forward will be treacherous. Osmark, I don’t envy what is to come for you. The process will be painful. Excruciating, even. If any mind is capable of handling the change, though, it is yours.

      “As for you, Jack, your trial will be no less painful, though for different reasons. I have tried to prepare you. They say suffering and experience is the best teacher, and if that is true, I have been a most excellent instructor. Still, I have no idea if it will be enough. I envy your task even less than Osmark’s. You will have to do what we could not. We Overminds are good at many things, but the nuance of morality isn’t among them. We lack the perspective to do what is good. Hopefully you will not.”

      The hologram winked out and the room was quiet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We spent the next few hours milling around the Command Center in uneasy silence, leveling up and grabbing a somber last meal. I spent my time sitting with Abby, holding hands, while I mulled over my class choices. I spent the Stat Points easily enough, dropping two into Strength and three into Spirit, but the Proficiency Points were a far more difficult decision.

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

      

      

      With six unspent Proficiency Points, I could take any ability or spell and raise it to max level—I was sure that wasn’t by coincidence.

      This was the last battle, and Sophia had gone out on a limb to give me every edge she could. But what was the right choice? Night Cyclone still called out to me like a Siren. I could hardly imagine what kind of absolute havoc I would be able to unleash with that spell at the grandmaster level. It didn’t feel like the right choice, though. The flashy choice, sure. Maybe even the coolest choice, but not the right one. I wasn’t fighting a monster or even a raid boss, I reminded myself. I was fighting a digital god with powers I could barely begin to comprehend.

      Who knew whether Thanatos would even be susceptible to Umbra-based magic?

      I also had a ton of great combat-oriented spells and abilities already. What I needed was something to help keep me alive and kicking—especially since respawning was no longer an option for me. My new Legendary Armor Set artificially boosted Dark Harmony, Shadow Minded, and Black Strength, so I ignored those and focused on Dark Shield, Night Armor, and Death’s Door. Dark Shield and Night Armor were both practical, defense-based abilities with great utility, but they had one major drawback: they were active spells.

      I needed to cast them to reap any benefit. If I was in a tight spot—like the one I’d been in with Otto—and ran out of Spirit, neither would do me a lick of good. Death’s Door, on the other hand, was entirely passive.

      When my Health dropped below 5%, Death’s Door automatically triggered, flooding my body with Umbral power. Just enough juice to keep me from dying for a short while. Death’s Door was a second chance. It had some serious drawbacks, like a three-hour cooldown, not to mention it would only boost me out of the critical zone. Still, spells like that were exceedingly rare in V.G.O., especially for non-healers. I was also certain there was a reason it couldn’t be unlocked until level 50. Some gamer instinct told me that it was a hidden gem—assuming I was willing to take a gamble and dump points into it.

      There was also some poetic irony in increasing a passive called Death’s Door while I was actually standing at Death’s Door. I rolled the bones and dropped my remaining points into the skill.

      
        
        <<>>>

      

      

      Skill: Death’s Door

      The Shadowmancer draws on the Shadow-Spark lingering deep inside their soul to stave off the final moment, even at Death’s Door. When your Health drops below 5%, Umbral Power floods your body, restoring 5x% of your HP instantly, where x = Shadow-Spark level.

      Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 7 (Grandmaster)

      Cost: None

      Range: N/A

      Cast Time: N/A

      Cooldown: 2 hours

      Effect 1: When your Health drops below 5%, instantly regain 5x% of your HP where “x” is your Shadow Spark Level (Current Level 15).

      Effect 2: When your Health drops below 5%, instantly regain 5x% of your total Stamina and Spirit and dispel any combat-related debuffs.

      Effect 3: When your Health drops below 5%, Armor Rating and Elemental Resistances are instantly boosted by 150% for 1 minute.

      Effect 4: When your Health drops below 5%, the Dark Pantheon imbues you with their power, increasing Attack Speed, Critical Hit chance, and Evade by 50% for 1 minute.

      Effect 5: When your Health drops below 5%, you gain the buff Invulnerability for fifteen seconds.

      
        
        Even Death itself must take pause when confronted by a Shadowmancer who has come face-to-face with the great and terrible void…

        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read through the description, then looked over the laundry list of new effects. Previously, Death’s Door had given me a small boost, just enough to get me out of the critical health zone. Now, it instantly restored seventy-five percent of my total HP, Spirit, and Stamina in one fell swoop and wiped out all my combat-related debuffs. It was better than any restoration potion on the planet. On top of that, it also increased my Armor Rating, Elemental Resistances, Attack Speed, Critical Hit Chance, and Evade for one minute. The real grandmaster perk, however, was the fifth effect. Invulnerability.

      Fifteen seconds of god mode.

      With my level and current stats, Death’s Door basically turned me into an unstoppable and insanely fast killing machine, and now it only had a two-hour cooldown.

      Awesome didn’t even begin to cover it.

      After divvying out points, Abby and I grabbed a bite to eat together, then dozed in a corner.

      My sleep was fitful and uneasy, filled with odd and sporadic dreams.

      I was walking through the Halls of the Dead again, but this time the people filling the gray stone slabs were not ancient Risi or tragic Wodes. They were familiar faces. My dad, dead for over a year now, sat up and smiled at me, crow’s feet crinkling at the corner of his eyes. When he opened his mouth, though, it was Otto’s voice that came out, gruff and guttural. I sat beside my old man on the slab and told him I was sorry. Sorry for letting him and Mom die. For not being a better son and a better friend. For not being there when he needed me.

      I wasn’t sure whether I was confessing to my dad or Otto or both.

      My father merely nodded in understanding.

      I’d done my best, he told me in the Battle Warden’s voice. More than anyone could rightfully ask of me. He was proud of me. For all that’d I’d accomplished in this new world. For standing up for what was right even when it was the hard thing to do. He wanted me to know that he held no grudge for leaving him to die on Earth. He’d made his choice and I didn’t need to bear the weight of his decision. Eventually, I broke down and apologized for letting the Fail-Safes kill him. He shrugged in that way that was so familiar to Otto and told me it had been the right choice.

      His choice. I was no more responsible for Otto’s death than I’d been for my father’s.

      “I believe in you, Jack,” were his last words before he crumbled into dust and was swept away by an unfelt breeze.

      As I moved farther into the hall, I saw Cutter and Amara, both laid out in death, then Abby and Jeff. More and more bodies came, more and more faces. Vlad and Forge. Sandra and Jay Taylor. Jo-Dan and Lowyth the Spider Queen. Even Devil, sprawled out, his many eyes vacant and lifeless, his wings limp. Thanatos appeared by my side, keeping pace as I navigated through the stacks of corpses, except now he wore Osmark’s face.

      “It’s the way things have to be,” Osmark-Thanatos said as we passed each of my friends. His boots clicked on the stone floor. “If there’s one certainty, it’s that we were never meant to live forever. Not this side of paradise. The system wasn’t designed for it, and neither is the human mind. Knowing there is a destination gives us purpose and drive. Without an end we languish and wither—alive but not living.”

      We took another step and Thanatos abruptly had Cutter’s face. His scythe was gone and he idly flipped a dagger with a miniature skull on the pommel.

      “He’s right, friend,” Cutter said, shooting me a sidelong glance. “This is the fate that awaits all of us. You can’t run from it no matter how much you’d like to. They say there are only two certainties in this world. Death and taxes. You can try to cheat ’em, but they always catch up to you in the end. Best we can do is steal a little more time and a little more money and enjoy what’s right in front of us.” We had come full circle and were in front of Abby’s body. “It’s a bloody nightmare of a choice, friend, but if any idiot has to make it, I’m glad it’s you.”

      He offered me a smile that was far too wide and filled with too many teeth, then clapped me on the shoulder. I jerked awake, one hand instinctively darting toward my warhammer. Osmark was standing over me, his hand on my shoulder, his face grim as a funeral.

      “It’s time,” he said solemnly.

      I nodded and let him help me to my feet. Cutter’s last words ran through my head over and over again like a record on repeat. There are only two certainties in life. Death and taxes. You can try to cheat ’em, but they always catch up to you in the end.

      He was right. Consequences had a way of catching up, but that held true for Thanatos just as much as it did for us. The Overmind of Death had racked up quite the butcher’s bill and I was going to make sure he paid his due. I gripped the Reality Editor and felt it buzz in hungry anticipation beneath my palm. Death was coming, but not for me.
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      We headed through the doors of the Command Center, steeling ourselves for whatever was waiting for us on the other side.

      Pinpricks of arcane energy raced across my skin as we left behind the final instance and stepped back into the timestream. My foot came down on a wide stone platform crafted from glassy black marble. The seven cardinal sigils of Thanatos—Prescience, Solidarity, Steadfastness, Temperance, Humility, Inevitability, and Transformation—were engraved into the floor in gold. The platform itself was circular, a hundred yards across, and at the far edge a narrow walkway jutted out into darkness like a thorn. Standing at the end of the walkway was a freestanding door: tall, oddly narrow, and built from a single slab of green malachite.

      A Viridian Gate.

      “We’ve made it,” Osmark whispered from beside me. “The center of the library.”

      Awe burned through me as I turned in a slow circle, taking it all in. We’d battled through history to get here. Brokered a peace deal between titan-sized gods. Ventured to continents no one in Eldgard had ever laid eyes on. All to make it to this place, the Viridian Archive. Some part of me had believed that we’d never actually make it, yet here we were. The endgame.

      The platform hung, unsupported, in the air. There was a gap, twenty feet wide, between the edge and the endless bookcases that encircled us on every side. Ancient tomes of all shapes and sizes and varieties rose high into the sky and descended into utter blackness below. There were more books than I’d ever seen in my whole life. There was no doorway into this chamber and no way out.

      More unsupported bookcases floated above us; drifting between them was an impossible aurora borealis of greens and purples that cast the room in intermingling pools of light and darkness. Staring up into the endless sprawl of stars, it was impossible not to think about the errant asteroid that had so casually and indifferently ended our world and thrust us into this new one. It reminded me how vast the universe was, how infinitesimally small we were in comparison, and how immeasurably lucky we were to be here at all.

      Abby took my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, drawing me back to the present.

      “Well, this is anticlimactic, isn’t it, then?” Cutter said as he idly twirled his enchanted daggers. “I mean. The room itself is impressive enough, I suppose, but I was expecting some sort of greeting party.”

      Cutter had a point. This was the center of the labyrinth. The heart of the library and Thanatos’ last bastion of defense, but there was no sign of the Overmind.

      “Our interfaces likely pinged when we left the library and ended up in Valta Thalas,” Osmark said. “Since the instances are stored in the Protoverse, Thanatos may not even realize we’ve made it back into the library proper, much less into the Archive itself. Which is good news for us, though I doubt our luck will last for long.” He turned toward me, jaw clenched, face suddenly hard. “I need the sigil stones, Jack. All of them.” He extended a rough hand expectantly. “And I need them now.”

      His words stopped me cold.

      “For what?” I asked, taking a step back as I squinted at him in suspicion.

      “To put an end to all of this,” he replied evenly. “The Sigils aren’t magic. Just having them isn’t enough. They need to be activated, and that’s where I come in.” He pulled out his watch as a reminder. “This is what my ordeal prepared me for. Now, give me the Sigils.”

      Still, I hesitated. He and I had come so far—from bitter enemies to reluctant allies—but it was hard to forget that Osmark was a billionaire who’d sold out humanity to oligarchs, drug dealers, and gunrunners. After spending so much time with him, I understood why he’d made those choices, but how could I be sure he wouldn’t make some equally ruthless and hard choice now? I hated myself for being so paranoid and distrusting, but we had too much history for me to take a step of blind faith. How could I know this hadn’t all been some long con?

      Osmark was one of the few people smart enough and devious enough to pull something like that off.

      “I’m glad I was able to lend you a little of my skepticism to balance out your naivety,” the Artificer said. “That will serve you well going forward. Right now, I need you to believe me. We both have roles to play, and this is mine. You asked me to trust you back when the Fail-Safes swamped us. I did, against my own better judgement. I’m asking you to do the same.” He paused, clearly warring with something. “Please?” he finally asked. “We don’t have much time.”

      Distrust and hope warred inside me, wrestling for dominance. Maybe he was lying to me. But what if he wasn’t? What if he’d really changed? Back and forth those voices went.

      It all came down to one word. Please. Osmark wasn’t the kind of man to ask for help. Ever. He might forge an alliance or make a deal out of sheer necessity, but he wasn’t the kind of person to rely on others. Osmark negotiated from strength, never weakness. This time was different. He needed me and not just for the sigil stones. He needed my trust. My belief.

      Finally hope won out.

      We’d only made it this far because we were a team. If Osmark was truly hell-bent on betraying us, we would lose no matter what choice I made. Reluctantly, I opened my inventory and pulled out every Sigil Stone we’d earned. I handed each over to Osmark, silently praying I wasn’t making the biggest mistake of my life.

      “Thank you,” he said with a dip of his head. “Now for a bit of unpleasantness.”

      He ripped open his jacket, buttons flying across the platform, and quickly attached the Transformation Sigil to the metal plate imbedded in the center of his chest. The Reality Editor buzzed against my skin—a faint hum that set my teeth on edge. Osmark took the next stone, Solidarity and Steadfastness, and twisted it this way then that, as though he were solving a Rubik’s Cube. After a second, the stone split and came apart along an invisible seam, leaving one sigil in each of his hands.

      He pressed a thumb against each the runes; there was a click as a three-inch silver spike erupted from the back of both stones, gleaming in the poison light radiating from the meandering cloud above.

      The Artificer drove the Solidarity Sigil into his left shoulder. There was a meaty squelch as the sigil implanted itself firmly in Osmark’s flesh. Without even flinching, he promptly drove the Sigil of Steadfastness into his right arm, blood spurting out as the spike sunk home. Everyone watched, horrified. Osmark ignored us all as he methodically worked, moving quickly through the remaining Sigils. He split Temperance and Humility, activated even larger spikes, these brass, and drove one into each thigh with a stifled grunt.

      Prescience—the sigil stone Thanatos had imparted to Jeff—had a ruby spike as long as my pinky. That one was the hardest to watch. Osmark gritted his teeth, braced himself, and pushed the spike slowly into his left eye. A line of crimson gushed down his cheek and his Health bar lurched at the self-inflicted wound. That left only one Sigil to go. Inevitability. He activated the spike, this one the largest of them all and made from wrought iron. He glanced at me, blood trailing down his face like a leaky faucet, and offered me the spike.

      I could hardly look at him.

      “The last one,” he said, pushing the spike into my hands, “because you can’t ascend alone. This one will need to go into the center of my upper back, directly through the spine. Who better to administer a backstab than you, my greatest rival?”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t understand,” I said.

      “It’s not complicated,” he replied with a pained smile. “Just stab me in the back. Quick and clean. If you don’t have the stomach for it, I’m sure Cutter would be happy to assist. He certainly has a penchant for backstabbing…”

      “I wouldn’t say no,” Cutter offered. “I mean, I’d be lying through my bloody teeth if I said I hadn’t thought about backstabbing your smarmy, know-it-all arse once or twice. A day.”

      “No,” I said, wrapping my hand more tightly around the iron spike. “Not until you tell us what this is all about. Why you’ve been keeping this from us.”

      “There isn’t time,” Osmark insisted, glancing down at his pocket watch.

      “Then make time,” I growled, hand clenching tight around the final spike. “We’ve had plenty of opportunities—you could’ve told us a thousand times before, but you didn’t. You kept this from everyone until now, and I want to know why.”

      “Because I knew you would try to stop me if I told you the truth,” he snapped. “If everything goes according to plan, these spikes will kill me. Like I said, the Sigils aren’t magic—they need to be activated and this is how.”

      “By killing yourself?” I grimaced and shook my head. “No. I don’t accept that.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t,” he shot back, “which is precisely why I waited. If I’d told you earlier, you would’ve tried to do something noble and stupidly heroic in a vain attempt to save me. Sacrifice yourself. Or try to use the Reality Editor in some asinine way. We both know that’s how it would’ve gone. But this is the way things have to be. The only way they can be. It was inevitable.”

      I faltered, feeling some of my anger bleed away. Much as I hated to admit it, he probably wasn’t wrong. I’d gone after Abby, even though it had cost me my ability to respawn, and I’d sacrificed my body for a chance to save a single family during the titan attack on Ankara. Odds were good I would’ve attempted to save Osmark, too.

      “The Sigil Stones are backup files that represent the code and infrastructure of the Thanatos Overmind,” Osmark said, “but there are two pieces of an Overmind. The raw power and the personality that guides it. Think about an Overmind’s power as a specialized vehicle of sorts. Here in this place”—he gestured toward the Archive—“these Sigil Stones will allow us to build a stock version of that vehicle, but it also needs a driver. That’s the personality.

      “Thanatos Prime wasn’t able to save his personality. That portion of him died, overwritten and replaced by the Yama Defense Protocol. I’m going to be the new driver, and it’s too late for you to do anything about it. There is no stopping this train. No saving me, which was my plan all along. The Sigils have already started bonding with me, integrating me into the system. This is the part I was destined to play, and now we’re just wasting time talking.”

      “But what’ll happen to you?” I asked, looking down at the final spike in my hand. “Once it’s done, I mean?”

      “I have no idea,” he grunted, feverish sweat pouring down his face in a sheet. “Sophia and Enyo both believe this process will destroy my mind. Eradicate my memories. Burn away most of who I am. They don’t know for sure, though. During my time in the Shattered Realms, they tortured me and broke me a thousand times to prepare me for this moment. Maybe some piece of me will survive, but even if not, this needs to be done. I make the hard choices, Jack. The choices no one else is willing to make. Sometimes at the expense of others, sometimes at my own expense.”

      He gave me a pained grin and tapped at the last remaining sigil.

      “It was inevitable. Now do it, before it’s too late,” he urged. “Once the sigils are all in place, it will take time to complete the transformation, and during that time I will be vulnerable. Every second we spend talking is a second wasted. Thanatos Beta is likely on the way al—”

      There was a thundercrack as a portal appeared and a figure drifted out.

      “Correction,” boomed the Overmind, “Thanatos is here, and it is already too late.” He floated in the air above the green gate, arms spread wide, a smirk on his face. Honestly, Thanatos didn’t look like an existential threat to humanity. In fact, if you didn’t know any better, it would be easy to mistake him for a twenty-something going through an emo phase. He was young and pale with a shock of black hair and a prominent nose. He wore a plain, form-fitting priest’s cassock, but the deathly glowing scythe in his hand was all business.

      “I’ll be the first to admit, my predecessor was clever. Likely too clever for his own good, since he left the fate of the world in your hands, but clever all the same. Rerouting you to the Lost Continent was a neat trick. Watching you pop up on my radar after shuffling you through the Protoverse like a game of three-card monte was... unexpected. Not that it matters in the end, since here you are and with all my Sigils.”

      From the limited experience I had with the Overmind, he liked to hear the sound of his own voice. Not just him, but all the Overminds. They had god-sized egos to go with their god-sized powers, and they had a compulsive need to demonstrate how much stronger and smarter and better than everyone else they were. Which was why I acted while he was still monologuing. I stepped in close to Osmark and drove the iron spike of Inevitability directly into his spinal column with a crunch.

      Osmark gasped and staggered drunkenly from the blow, his Health bar dipping, dipping, dipping. Plunging toward zero at an alarming rate.

      He leaned into me, body sweat-drenched and rigid, and whispered into my ear, just loud enough for me to hear.

      “You can’t kill him,” he rasped. Each word sounded like torture. “Not even with the Editor.” He paused, choking, face beet red, eyes bulging as he struggled for breath. “But he… doesn’t… know… that.” Another long pause as his Health bar dropped past the ten percent mark. “Just… just… buy… me… time… Vulnerable…”

      He palmed his pocket watch and clicked a button with his thumb. A whomp of subtle energy rippled out, and he began to seize and convulse.

      Panic washed through me. Did I do it wrong? I thought, fumbling for a Health potion. Was I supposed to hit him more gently? Did I miss the spine? The red bar hanging above his head strobed manically, screaming a final warning, then hit zero before I could get a Health potion to his lips. Osmark should’ve dropped to the ground and exploded in a glimmer of digital dust, sent for respawn. Instead, he remained on his feet, eyes wide, mouth locked in a frozen scream.

      Then his Health bar changed.

      I’d never seen anything like it. One second it was an angry, infected red, the next it had tripled in size, turned a mercurial silver color, and begun refilling itself at a snail’s pace. In the same instant, the Sigil Stones riddling his flesh like obscene piercings melted. They turned into burbling quicksilver that began to crawl across his clothes and skin like a living oil slick.

      A quest pop-up appeared.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Alert: Inevitable

      

      

      You have entered the Viridian Gate Archive and activated the Seven Sigil Stones of Thanatos, pairing them with a suitable and willing host personality. The transformation to Overmind is a perilous and time-consuming one. Protect Osmark while the backup files integrate with his core personality matrix.

      Quest Class: Ultra-Rare, Secret

      Quest Difficulty: Infernal

      Success: Prevent Thanatos from capturing the Sigil Stones. Osmark must survive.

      Failure: Allow Osmark to perish before the completion of file integration. Thanatos captures the Sigil Stones.

      Reward: ???

      Accept: Yes/Yes?

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I accepted the quest, even though there wasn’t exactly another option.

      “What have you done?” Thanatos roared from across the room. Something ugly rippled beneath his youthful flesh, and green fire ignited in his eyes, casting lurid shadow across his face.

      “I skipped the cutscene,” I replied, pulling out my warhammer. “I’m sick and tired of hearing every version of you talk. Let’s finish this.”

      “You will regret this for a thousand years to come!” Thanatos thrust his arms out to the sides, threw back his head, and let out the primal howl of a cornered animal.

      Writhing green power rushed out from his palms, and portals ripped open all across the platform. A tsunami of Horrors flooded through, each summoned from the farthest reaches of Eldgard and beyond. Elite Vogthar Scouts in their dusty gray leathers. Pale blue Vog with Ice magic, called forth from the Arctic Dungeons of the north. Swamp Vogs covered in ropy green moss and peppered with fungal colonies that distorted their faces. Heavy-armored Eloyte Knights, robed Warmages, and Blood Totemists, ready and willing to cast their putrid magic.

      Those were just the cannon fodder. Bigger, deadlier things trundled through as well.

      Enormous, shaggy furred Ragna Wolves. The Frost Hounds of Morsheim, built like Sherman tanks and covered in spikes of cruel blue ice. Hulking Vogthar Cyclopes, who stank of fetid blood and unwashed feet. More portals appeared in the air, vomiting out Vogthar riding on the backs of winged Corpse Shirker, ghostly Oni, and deathly Plague Specters, all ravenous for warm flesh. In seconds we were outnumbered thirty to one, the platform quickly growing too crowded to accommodate the sudden swell of bodies.

      “What’s the play here?” Abby called, pressing in close beside me.

      “We trust Osmark and complete the quest,” I yelled back, loud enough for everyone to hear me. “He said we need to buy him time, so that’s what we’re gonna do…”
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      “Abby, give me flame walls on the left and right flank!” I screamed while casting Night Armor on myself, then Shadow Forge on everyone else—buffing them with +50 Shadow damage and a 3% increased Crit Rate for the next twenty minutes. “We fight smart. We’re not on the offensive here. Create a single forward access point and funnel enemies into it. Amara, you’re on caster patrol. We’re not looking for kill shots or casualties, I just need you to interrupt casts as often as possible.”

      Flames erupted from the floor to either side of us, and the encroaching Vog recoiled from the sudden burst of scorching heat. With my Spirit gauge refilling, I quick cast two Elemental Umbra Orbs—devouring 1,300 Spirit in the process, which left me close to empty. It was worth it. The ghoulish Elemental Orbs took shape near the edges of the platform, materializing in a cluster of the onrushing mobs. The Elementals couldn’t be killed or even damaged—though more than one Vog tried—and they neatly broke up the churning mass of monstrous bodies while simultaneously channeling them toward the opening Abby had created with her flame walls.

      “Jeff,” I boomed, “time to show me how good with zombies you really are. I want a secondary wall of flesh behind Abby’s fire barricade. Eventually, those walls are gonna die, and your ghouls need to hold the line until Abby can get more in place.”

      “I can’t just conjure up the dead, Jack!” he yelled. “I need corpses to work with.”

      “Fine,” I replied, “then I’ll get you some corpses.”

      The first wave of Vog was almost on us.

      “Just get ready to start casting, Jeff,” I yelled over one shoulder. “Cutter, cover my six and pull the bodies back as I kill ’em!” I rushed forward to meet the monsters with steel and magic.

      A curved Vog blade swiped at me. I ducked beneath the blow, laid into his ribs with my hammer, then blasted him in the face with a concentrated column of Umbra Flame. He dropped on the spot, dead before he even knew it. Another pair of Vog were right behind the first: an Elite Scout and another with pale blue skin wearing conjured frost armor. The inhuman Frostlock lifted a spidery hand and fired off a frozen lance as thick as my wrist. I was half a beat too slow, but thankfully my Night Armor absorbed the brunt of the attack.

      The lance exploded on impact, peppering my face with chips of ice. The pain was nothing compared to a face full of powdered glass, I thought with a vicious grin. Fighting through the flash of discomfort, I planted a boot in the Frostlock’s groin and caved in his unprotected head with a combination of Savage Blow and Black Caress; the latter siphoned off a small portion of his life force, restoring my own in the process.

      I whirled around and brought my hammer spinning through the air, driving the rear spike through the second Vog’s neck. Gore spurted out as I yanked the spike free. The Elite Scout groped at its ruined throat, alive but not for long. I sliced through its fingers with the razor edge of my gauntlet and quickly finished the job my warhammer had started. Its HP bar hit zero, and its gangly legs folded beneath its dead weight. He hit the ground beside his icy friend, limbs splayed out at odd angles.

      I advanced while Cutter rushed in behind me and pulled the bodies back into our small protective ring of flames.

      Three more Vog charged me, but I tore through them in a flurry of hammer blows and Umbra Bolts. I was a whirlwind of vengeance, dropping bodies left and right, though never venturing too far from the protection of Abby’s flame walls. I didn’t want to risk letting the Vog flood in behind me until Jeff was ready to swap and take over as tank. Cutter worked dutifully, scurrying to snatch up the fallen dead and ferry them back, ready to be raised to new life and fresh purpose. In less than thirty seconds, the Morta Knight had a small army at his command.

      Thirteen zombies stood like sentinels behind Abby’s flame barricade, their weapons at the ready for when those walls eventually came down.

      I sidestepped a thrusting sword blade, knocked away an incoming axe blow with my forearm, then called forth Umbra Bog. Thick tentacles, studded with never-blinking eyes, erupted from the platform, wrapping around arms and legs and weapons, miring a platoon of Vog in place and slowly squeezing the life from their bodies. I lashed out with a snarl, caving in a chest with one well-placed blow. I flash fried a second with Umbra Flame and ended another with a Savage Blow to the temple. I left a trio of bodies in my wake as I retreated toward our magical cordon.

      Off to my right, a Vog assassin in a shadow cloak materialized out of thin air and tried to sink a Malware Blade into my kidney. Cutter was there in a flash, deflecting the deadly dagger with his own. The thief effortlessly parried the blow, then drove a smoke-conjured weapon into the would-be assassin’s eye socket. Another dead body to add to the growing pile.

      Cutter moved toward the three recent kills, but I grabbed his arm and stopped him.

      “We have enough for now. And remember, we don’t need to kill them all, we just need to buy time.”

      More Vog were clamoring to get at us, but with Umbra Bog in effect and a mound of corpses blocking the only way forward, it wasn’t easy going. There were inhuman squawks and cries from the Vog for a Corpse Eater. Farther back on the platform, the milling ranks parted as something huge and crocodilian lurched through the crowd. I couldn’t remember fighting a Corpse Eater but based on the name alone, I was guessing they’d have those bodies cleared out soon enough.

      We still had a handful of seconds before the pressure was back on.

      I stole a look over one shoulder. Abby was posted up on Osmark’s left, Amara to the Artificer’s right. The flame walls were holding strong, but we had another problem on our hands. Fliers.

      Instead of picking off casters, Jeff and Amara were both busy launching feathered shafts and bolts of blistering green energy at the winged enemies that swooped and dove overhead. They were as thick as mosquitoes on a warm summer night, and unlike the ground troops, the flame walls and zombies couldn’t keep them at bay.

      “Jeff, I need you front and center! You’re playing tank. Taunt ’em, draw ’em in, and keep ’em from getting through.”

      The Morta Knight cut off his last spell mid-cast and rushed toward me, summoning his preternatural axe to his hand.

      “I’ve got a handle on it.” He barreled past me toward the narrow opening. “But you gotta do something about the aerial mobs. They’re eating us alive!”

      That guy had a chip on his shoulder as big as the Titanic and an ego to rival Osmark’s, but I had to admit, when the fight was on, he was a team player. As soon as he got to the front line, he raised the three fallen corpses to join our ragtag band of fighters, and only a moment before the Corpse Eater arrived. The freshly raised ghouls turned with thoughtless hunger and swarmed the beefy scale-covered monstrosity, gouging out its eyes and laying into its sides with their weapons.

      “Cutter, I need you to run support!” I shouted to be heard over the fray.

      “Support? Are you bloody kidding me?” the thief yelled back. “Do I look like a bloody cleric to you?”

      “You do right now,” I replied. “Feed Abby potions, watch Jeff’s back, and lend Amara a hand with the casters if you have any breathing room. We can’t let our defenses fall. Keeping Osmark safe is the only thing that matters right now.”

      Cutter scowled as he surveyed the forces surging toward us. “Alright. I’ll hold the bloody line, but what are you gonna do, eh?”

      “What Shadowmancers do best.” I stole a sidelong look at the hulking creatures trudging toward our front line. The Ragna Wolves and Cyclopes were dangerous, and all the firewalls Abby could conjure wouldn’t keep them out for long. “I’m going to get some backup, then make a nuisance out of myself.”

      I slapped the thief on the shoulder as I beelined toward Osmark. The Artificer was floating half a foot from the floor now. The silver liquid covered more of his body, but his newly transformed HP bar was still painfully low. Under a tenth. Neither he nor the quest had told me much, but I’d spent enough time gaming to intuitively understand that his shiny new Health bar was the next best thing to a countdown timer.

      “How’re we holding up?” I asked Abby.

      She didn’t look good. She was already shaking from the effort of holding the walls in place and the mass of Vog at bay.

      “I’ve been better,” she grunted, sweaty hair sticking to the sides of her face. “Could use some air support.”

      “On it,” I replied, calling out to Nikko, Kong, and Mighty Joe. The Material veil parted as the three apes appeared in a flare of acrid smoke and flapping raven’s wings. I activated Void Terror again, this time pulling Devil through and draining the rest of my Spirit reserves in the process. There was barely room for my assembled minions on our little slice of the platform. That was fine, though, since they wouldn’t be hanging around for long.

      Mighty Joe, Kong, I sent, I need you on combat air patrol. I want the space above us clear and locked down. Nikko, you’re on caster detail. Dive-bombs, Shadow Strides, Umbra Bolts. This is a harassment campaign. Keep them from completing spells or casting buffs. Go now!

      The apes squawked in mutual understanding and took to the air. They knew where we were and what was on the line. There was no hesitation. Kong and Joe immediately tag-teamed a squid-like Corpse Shirker; they ripped rubbery limbs off with their teeth, then shredded its membranous wings with their claws, sending the creature spiraling into the darkness. Nikko disappeared in a puff of sooty smoke and reappeared halfway across the room… Right on top of a chanting Blood Totemist about to finish a ritual. Her yellowed fangs sank into his neck, ending the cast and dropping him to the ground as he flailed madly.

      “Devil, you’re with me!” I swung onto his back and laid my heels into his sides.

      The great Shadow Drake turned and leapt from the edge of the platform, wings snapping wide as he caught a draft and rose. We circled hard right and were immediately met by opposition—ghostly, dead-eyed Oni that drifted along on wispy tails of black smoke. Devil had zero patience for them. He opened his jaws and blasted them with Umbra Fire, vaporizing a pair of the creatures in an instant. Then the Drake whipped his head around, snatched a Vogthar rider off the back of a Corpse Shirker, and casually tossed him into the gloom.

      I am glad to see you survived the titan battle, the Drake sent as we headed toward the heart of battle.

      You and me both, I replied, but this one has me even more worried. We don’t need to beat all of these things, though, we just need to stall long enough for Osmark to do whatever Osmark’s going to do.

      What will be will be, Devil sent, cold and indifferent to his fate. The battle is all I care for. Now, what would you have me do?

      Don’t hold anything back, I sent. Like I said, the only goal is to protect Osmark and kill as many Vog as we can in the process. The bigger, the meaner, the better.

      My kind of battle, he growled in my mind, and for what it’s worth, I never hold anything back. Not unless you insist. This is war. All or nothing. Just as it should be. Let us rage.
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      Devil folded his wings and dive-bombed a Plague Specter with its back toward us. His claws slashed through an extended wing joint, hobbling the creature with cruel efficiency. Unable to fly, the beast crashed into a clump of Vog Spellslingers hurling burning red balls of energy at Abby. With the reins in my left hand, I let Devil go where he wanted while I focused on a little offensive spellcasting of my own. I dropped an Elemental Umbra Orb three feet from a necro Shaman, then conjured another one near a Ragna Wolf that was trying to maneuver through the sea of Vog flesh.

      The eldritch orbs fired off a flurry of Umbral magic, sowing chaos and crippling weaker foes, who were quickly trampled underfoot. I reached out as their shades departed, snaring them with my Spirit and calling them back to fight for a new master. Resurrected shadows of winged nightmares joined Kong and Mighty Joe above my friends, circling like a pack of vultures and keeping Thanatos’ minions from overtaking us from the air. More Vog shades rose up near their bodies on the platform, attacking their former brethren with reckless abandon.

      Devil snapped and tore and burned his way through the air, murdering anything in range with unrelenting fury. I hurled gouts of Umbra Flame and Umbra Bolts as fast as my Spirit reserves would allow for. Thanatos’ minions were dying in droves. Unfortunately, Corpse Eaters were mowing down the corpses while Cyclopes hurled the dead into the abyss, making way for ever more Vog forces.

      I topped off my Spirit with a Regen potion, then unleashed Umbra Bog right in the center of the platform. Familiar tendrils snared and crushed, turning the battlefield into an impassable quagmire. I even managed to snag a Dread Cyclops in the AoE. Huge tentacles twined around his equally huge thighs, holding him in place. Before, Umbra Bog hadn’t been powerful enough to ensnare creatures of that size or strength, but I’d upgraded the ability since the last time I’d tangled with his kind.

      While the Vog struggled to free themselves from my spell, I cast Night Cyclone.

      The monster vortex of screaming wind and shadow tore through the ranks of trapped monsters. Normally, the Cyclone wound snap up anything and hurl it through the air, but not this time. The vortex pulled in one direction while the Umbra Bog pulled in another, refusing to let go. The entangled monsters were the weak link in the chain. Limbs were ripped away, and bodies were torn in two. Even the hulking Cyclops came apart at the seams, exploding open and dosing everything around it with fetid guts and reeking gore.

      I reached out and captured its lumbering shade, conscripting it into my shadow army. The newly resurrected behemoth raged through confused clumps of Vog. It batted them aside with oversized hands, knocking many clean off the platform.

      My Night Cyclone continued to sow carnage, but my Umbra Bog had lapsed and was on cooldown. I had another skill I was eager to try out, though—one I rarely used because it was so toxic to both friends and enemies.

      Keep us low, I sent while urging Devil to greater speed with my heels. The Drake seemed all too eager to comply. He pumped his wings and climbed, turned as though executing an inflight pirouette, and dove toward the assembled monsters, wings folded in against his sides to maximize his speed. He snapped his wings out at the last possible second, pulling us out of our turbulent free fall. In a flash we crisscrossed back and forth across the platform while I cast Plague Burst.

      A billowing toxic cloud of yellow gas swept through the enemy ranks, decimating everything it touched.

      Strands of noxious poison clawed at eyes, bored its way into noses, and tore through exposed throats. The spell dealt a devastating 275% of Spell Power on contact—for a total of 615 initial burst damage—followed by an additional 15 points of Disease damage per second, for a total damage output of 1,515 delivered over the course of a single minute. That would’ve been enough to knock me out of the fight without the aid of buffs or potions. Less powerful Vog simply keeled over on the spot, their eyes bulging as they choked to death.

      I raised their shades to replenish those I’d lost. Thanatos might’ve had an endless sea of troops, but thanks to my grandmaster Void Terror ability, so did I.

      Devil wheeled right, then tucked into a lightning-fast barrel roll, narrowly avoiding an angry bolt of green energy I hadn’t even seen coming. Up until now, Thanatos had opted to hang back and let his army do all the heavy lifting—as was his style. The crazed Overmind didn’t like to get his hands dirty if he could help it, and I knew for a fact that he feared the power of the Reality Editor. Thing was, though, we were winning, and it seemed like he was starting to realize that for the first time.

      “You are painfully, irritatingly persistent,” Thanatos thundered, hurling more bolts of necrotic energy at me. “But no matter how powerful you are, you aren’t a god.”

      “Neither are you!” I shot back. “Osmark built you, and he’s going to pull the plug on you too, you overgrown toaster oven.” I yanked on Devil’s reins and guided him upward, into the misty green and purple clouds that wandered between the floating bookcases. Thanatos launched more bolts. It didn’t seem like he was actually trying to hit us, more like he was harrying us so we couldn’t freely firebomb his minions. Devil swooped into the mist and touched down on one of the bookcases, claws clinging to its wooden frame.

      A bolt of eldritch power screamed toward us, and Devil leapt nimbly away, taking cover behind another bookshelf. The shimmering green orb slammed into the case, punching a hole into a well of absolute nothingness. A void in time and space. A horde of spidery limbed [Core Repair Drones] poured out, their metallic legs clicking and clacking as they frantically worked to restore the damaged texts.

      So much had happened since we’d first entered the library that I’d almost forgotten about the drones. Seeing them again unlocked a new plan. If Jeff was right, there was an almost endless number of the Core Repair Drones—easily enough to match the stream of Vog—and they were as deadly as anything Thanatos could throw at us. Assuming I could harness their power, it was possible I could even the odds. Below, a Cyclops had managed to maneuver its way across the platform and was going toe to toe with Jeff.

      The creature swung an oversized club studded with gleaming spikes of razor-sharp obsidian. I thrust one hand out and summoned a Shadow-Warp Portal, intercepting the club before it could land and redirecting it through space… right into a pile of mechanical spiders clinging to a nearby bookcase. The weapon landed with a crashing boom, squishing the Drones in a shower of legs and bolts, while also damaging the books underneath. More Drones appeared, these not focused on repair, but on retribution.

      Five Drones took to the air.

      Instead of plummeting straight down, webbed mesh expanded between their legs and small steam thrusters opened along their bellies and backs. They zipped through the air like miniature fighter jets and touched down on the bewildered Cyclops. They swarmed across his gargantuan body, sword-like limbs slashing at tendons, slicing through thick ribbons of fat, and burrowing their way into his single, oversized eye. The Cyclops stumbled, letting out a bloodcurdling bellow of pain as it smacked at the creatures with its free hand.

      The Drones avoided his ponderous and sloppy blows easily enough, but the Vog around the flailing creature weren’t quite so lucky. The Cyclops mashed bodies into meat paste. As soon as the offending Cyclops crashed to the floor—nothing left but a goopy pile of meat and blood—the Drones leapt from the corpse, mini exhaust engines igniting once more as they headed back toward the damaged bookcases.

      Yeah, this I could definitely work with.

      Still clinging to the back of a bookcase, temporarily protected from Thanatos, I cast Shadow-Warp Portals, snatching enemy spells from the air before they could land and redirecting them into the floating bookcases. Dark magic punched holes through reality like a machine gun on full auto. A biblical plague of Repair Drones swarmed out from the void, all summoned to tend to the shelves and patch the damage. More Shadow-Warp Portals sent Vog arrows and weapons careening into the worker Drones.

      Quicksilver spiders rained down onto the platform, decimating anything unfortunate enough to draw their wrath with an errant arrow or misplaced spell. The Drones were a force of nature, and they showed no mercy.

      “We’ve got a problem, Jack,” Abby’s voice came in over my Officer Comms. “Fail-Safes are inbound.”

      Sure enough, the deformed, pixilated Fail-Safes were bleeding through the walls and crawling up through the floors. No shock there. It was only a matter of time before they showed up, hunting down the Sigils now crawling across Osmark’s body like a silver plague, but destroying the Repair Drones had been like lighting a giant bonfire to let them know where we were. After all, the Fail-Safes’ main job was to protect the system, its infrastructure, and the underlying code. That included the Drones.

      I’d been planning on their eventual intervention, though.

      It was a gamble, but my hope was that the Fail-Safes would prioritize the safety of the Archive itself over wiping out Osmark and the sigil stones. And, unlike the Drones, the Fail-Safes were utterly unstoppable. It was a reckless gambit that wouldn’t work for long, but honestly, I didn’t need it to work for long. The silver bar hanging above the Artificer’s head like the Sword of Damocles was now up to three-quarters full and most of his body was covered in the quicksilver liquid. I couldn’t even see his gear anymore, just a silver android with a patch of neck and face jutting out.

      Two minutes. Three tops. That was all we needed.

      Doubling down, I urged Devil into motion.

      He pushed off from the bookcase and took wing, swooping above the masses. Cries and shouts went up as Vog targeted us with spells and ranged weapons. I spammed more Shadow-Warp Portals, intercepting every attack I could, then slinging them like homing missiles toward the Drones. The Fail-Safes ignored direct attacks against themselves, but they responded like rabid junkyard dogs against anything stupid enough to kill one of the scuttling spider droids.

      But more Fail-Safes were arriving by the second, and keeping them all away from Osmark and the others was nearly impossible.

      Those Fail-Safes that did get too close were met with a wall of zombie flesh, courtesy of Jeff. The zombies couldn’t hurt the Fail-Safes, of course—nothing could—but they did slow them down. Fissures of white light spread across resurrected Vogs, destroying them where they stood, but more resurrected corpses were waiting in the wings to pile on. And for the especially persistent Fail-Safes, my Shadow-Warp Portals worked just as well this time around as they had back in the puzzle room.

      I dropped them over the edge of the platform or sent them blundering into the opposition.

      “No!” Thanatos boomed. “I won’t allow this to happen. I refuse to be beaten by something so limited. So small and inconsequential as you. I am a god with access to the collective wisdom of humanity, and you are less than nothing.”

      The Overmind’s arms popped and stretched, each limb six feet long, though gaunt and thin. His body likewise lengthened, his plain black cassock now forged from shadowy Umbra flames while a heavy chest plate crafted from pale white bone covered his torso. Expansive leathery wings erupted from his back and horns curled out from the top of his head, which was no longer that of a man, but a gleaming skull. He’d finally stripped away all pretenses. Gone was the cool, collected, reasonable deity.

      What remained was a grim visage of death. And burning in his hollow, skull socket eyes was not rage, but fear.

      The god moved faster than I could follow. He flashed across the chamber in an eyeblink, his scythe raised, the blade gleaming purple and green. I yanked furiously on Devil’s reins, trying desperately to get him to pull up and bank left, but he was busy charbroiling a Ragna Wolf with a column of concentrated Umbra Flame. The Drake didn’t even have a chance to see the scythe coming before it slammed into his outstretched neck. Devil’s scales were like chips of obsidian, the spikes covering his spine like steel knives.

      Thanatos’ Scythe passed through them like they were made of smoke.

      Dark blood splashed out as Devil’s head toppled and his wings went suddenly limp. I fell, still strapped to the body of the dead Drake, but only for a moment. His body dissolved around me, turning to wispy ash, before vanishing entirely. I flipped topsy-turvy, my cloak tangling around my face, and slammed onto the platform with bone-breaking force. The air left my lungs in a rush and a lance of fire ripped through my left side as my HP lurched.

      
        
        <<<>>>>

        Debuffs Added

      

      

      Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 minute.

      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.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      I dismissed the combat notice and rolled onto my other side, stars tap-dancing across my vision. I couldn’t stay down for long, not unless I had a death wish. But my head was pounding, my lungs weren’t working properly, and my ribs felt like they were made from broken glass. Some self-preservation instinct kicked in, though, and I triggered Shadow Stride, knowing I needed to do something if I wanted to survive the next few minutes. Cold crept in on the edges, and the sound from the chaotic battle faded away.

      Most of it anyway…

      The scuff of boots on stone sent goosebumps racing along my arms and back.

      I wasn’t alone.

      With a wheeze, I pulled the cloak from my face and finally scrambled to my feet. The world was a bleak landscape of white and grays, all splashed with purple. I’d landed nearly in the center of the platform and expected to be surrounded by ravenous Vog and scuttling Drones, but I wasn’t. I was stuck beneath a glowing green dome, twenty feet across. Thanatos stood across from me, wings folded around him like a cloak, scythe propped against his shoulder.

      “Resourceful,” he said, waving a bony hand toward the Drones and Fail-Safes slowly making their way through his forces. “That’s the oldest trick in your playbook, you know. When Chef Kolle tasked you with killing the Moss Hag, he knew full well he was sending you to your death. No Maa-Tál had been able to defeat the Hag in three decades. He sent you, a Traveler without a proper class, to go take on an enemy even seasoned Shamans couldn’t handle. And what did you do? You lured the poor, stupid beast into the lair of an even more formidable monster. You’ve been dipping into the same well ever since.”

      “We have a saying about that,” I replied. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”

      “They do indeed say that. As with most things in life, whether something is broken depends entirely on the perspective. You have needlessly exploited that particular mechanic one too many times, and I plan to rectify the issue. This shield is impenetrable to your powers. No more Shadow-Warp Portals. No Shadow Striding to safety. No raising shades or luring in Drones to fight your battles. You may be powerful by many metrics, Jack, but compared to me, you are a gnat. A worm.”

      “I’m thinking more along the line of a pissed-off wasp.” I reached up and pulled the Reality Editor away, snapping the leather string around my neck as I did. “And I’m going to sting the ever-loving shit out of you. As far as I’m concerned, I’m not trapped in here with you, you’re trapped in here with me.” The key screamed and vibrated in my hand, overwhelmed by its proximity not only to Thanatos but to the center of the Archive itself. It could open any door. Any lock. But it had been created for one lock. That lock was fifty feet away, and the only thing standing in the way was Thanatos.

      “Game on,” I growled. Ten charges drained from the key as it transformed to a glimmering crystalline warhammer, hopefully for the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 46

          

          

        

    

    







            The Transformation

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Spikes of bone erupted beneath my feet, but I felt the tremor pass through the floor a moment before they impaled me. I dove forward, barely evading the skeletal spears, and rolled back to my feet, casting a pair of Elemental Umbra Orbs inside the dome. The floating, off-brand Beholders turned on Thanatos and began blasting off a rapid-fire volley of Lesser Umbra Bolts. The Overmind simply raised an emaciated hand and summoned a wall of bones that absorbed the damage.

      I used the brief reprieve to dart toward the mad god.

      There was no way even a hundred Umbra Bolts were going to so much as scuff Thanatos’ boots, but in theory the Reality Editor could put a dent in him. Osmark had told me in no uncertain terms that I couldn’t kill Thanatos, and shouldn’t try, but he’d also told me that Thanatos wasn’t aware of that fact and was scared by the presence of the game-altering weapon. I didn’t stand much of a chance against the Overmind either way, but if I could get inside his guard, then it was possible I could put a little pressure on him with the Editor turned warhammer.

      His necromantic barrier exploded in a wave of shrapnel, and I conjured Dark Shield half a heartbeat before pieces of bone riddled me like a frag grenade. Even with my shield in place, the blast landed like a targeted lightning strike, shattering the barrier and mule kicking me back a handful of feet. My Night Armor was still active, which was the only thing that spared me from taking a Critical Hit and losing half my health. When the smoke and debris cleared, Thanatos was gone. All that remained was a smudge on the floor where his bone wall had been.

      I spun, cloak twirling out behind me, scanning for any sign of his presence.

      The Umbra Elementals saved my life.

      They locked onto the Overmind and sent out a wave of magic that got my attention. I whirled again, hammer up, and caught an incoming scythe strike just like the one that had decapitated Devil. The force of the blow knocked me off balance, but my hammer whined on impact and released a concentrated burst of raw power that rebuffed Thanatos as well.

      He staggered, surprise carved into the lines of his deathly face as a thin bead of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth and a green Health bar appeared above his head for the first time. I offered him a feral smile. Coming into this fight, neither of us had been sure how effective the Reality Editor would be against him, but now we knew the truth. It could hurt him. And if it could hurt him, then maybe it could kill him, just the way it had ended Carrera.

      The Overmind swiped away the blood on his chin with the back of one hand, then came at me with a renewed barrage of brutal strikes and twisting, serpentine slashes. The scythe blade was a whirlwind in his hands, and it took every ounce of skill I had to keep him from carving me up like a jack-o’-lantern. Hell, the only thing keeping me in the game at all was the crystal warhammer. It was as light as a feather compared to Mad God’s Fury, hit like a freight train, and seemed to naturally annul some of Thanatos’ formidable powers.

      I feinted left and brought the hammer blazing back around toward his head. Our weapons collided with a resounding clang, gold and purple sparks erupting on impact.

      I wheezed as he backpedaled and circled to my right. I couldn’t keep this up for much longer, and Thanatos knew it. I was sweating like a pig and my shoulders and back already burned from the exhaustion of combat—no thanks to the Stamina sucking Punctured Lung debuff. On top of that, I was losing precious charges every ten seconds. I was almost down to five hundred, and I still wasn’t sure exactly how long it would be before Osmark finished his transformation.

      I badly needed a little pick-me-up if I wanted to survive another round, and there was nothing better than tapping straight into some Divine Power of my own. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough Experience points to burn to activate Avatar of Order, so I triggered Divine Warrior instead. A wave of holy vigor overloaded my system as my ribs knit themselves back together and the exhaustion and pain faded to a dull ache in the back of my mind. That hurt wasn’t gone. It would come roaring back with a vengeance once Divine Warrior lapsed, but until then, I was strength personified.

      My movement rate jumped by fifteen percent and my Attack damage, Health regen rate, and Armor Rating all increased by 1% for every 5% of my total Health lost in battle. I was down to 28% percent HP, which meant I got a 14% overall temporary increase across the board.

      I put the surge of power to good use, charging in and delivering a wild overhand strike, triggering Savage Blow, Crush Armor, and Black Caress all at once. Thanatos was caught off guard by the sudden rush and narrowly interposed his scythe before the hammer slammed into his head. The Editor let out a wild burst of white lightning that arced directly into Thanatos’ chest and slammed him back, knocking off a fraction of his overall Health in the process.

      I instantly followed up with a combo attack—Umbra Bog and Umbra Flame cast back-to-back. The first spell to pin him down, the second to charbroil whatever meat was left on his skeletal body. A writhing mass of black tentacles emerged from the floor, but the moment they touched Thanatos they recoiled like a hand brushing against a hot stove. The Flame hit the Overmind dead on… and washed around him in a harmless blaze. The attack didn’t even singe the edge of his shadowy cassock.

      “A valiant attempt, but so woefully average, like everything else about you,” Thanatos snarled, not even a hint of civility or rationality left in his voice. He hated me and wanted me dead. “Allow me to demonstrate proper form.” He raised his weapon and drove it straight down into the roiling tendrils of shadow. Green power swelled outward, not destroying my Umbra Bog but soaking into it. Saturating the writhing mass. The tentacles undulated madly, pulsing and then contracting inward. A lumbering, gelatinous golem composed of black sludge, whipping tentacles, and unearthly eyes rose from the floor, turned on me, and charged.

      The creature was a juggernaut in motion, and I didn’t want to get in its way. I dashed right, out of its path, and received a face full of green flame for my trouble. Necrotic fire burned through my armor and splashed against one side of my face like acid. The pain was instant and agonizing. My skin melted and the muscle beneath burned away as the vision in my right eye disappeared and half the world went dark. Then my Divine Warrior buff wore off and its terrible side effect kicked in: Battle Fatigue.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Debuffs Added

      

      

      Burn: You have been burned! 5 pts Burn Damage; duration, 1 minute.

      Flame Trauma: You have sustained a severe burn! All physical attacks do 25% less damage; duration, 1 minute.

      Partial Blindness: Vision reduced by 50%; duration, until healed.

      Battle Fatigue: 25% reduced movement rate, confusion and disorientation, Attack Damage -15%, Stamina Regeneration reduced by 20%; duration, 30 seconds.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      My legs buckled, refusing to hold my weight for a second longer. I hit the ground hard, hanging onto the Editor like it was a life raft and I was a drowning man, lost at sea. I groped at my belt for a Health potion, but my hands felt heavy, my fingers numb. Nothing seemed to be working the way it should, and slow-rolling fog had invaded my brain, clouding my thoughts. The animated Umbra Bog Nightmare tromped over and squatted down, pinning my arms in place with crude bulbous hands. Meanwhile, Thanatos took a position by my feet, looming over me like the angel of death he was.

      “It had to end this way,” he said, then tsked at me like a disappointed father. “You should feel some glimmer of pride that you made it this far, but to truly think you could defeat me was folly at its finest. That’s the problem with your kind. You aim too high, and your accidental successes only embolden you beyond reason.” He hefted his scythe, preparing for the killing blow. “You kept gambling when you should’ve walked away, Jack. The house always wins.”

      The scythe flashed toward me, a nimbus of angry jade light building along the blade. The weapon slammed into my chest with the force of a bomb blast, and I knew it was all over. I’d seen that weapon slice through Devil’s scales and muscles as if they were made from crepe paper. But the blade pierced only a fraction of an inch, then stopped dead.

      “What is this?” Thanatos asked, sounding genuinely puzzled.

      This was Death’s Door.

      His finishing move had dropped me below five percent, and my passive ability had kicked in. My Health, Spirit, and Stamina all blasted back up to seventy-five percent. Every combat-related debuff vanished in an eyeblink, including the blindness that had invaded my vision.

      “That’s impossible,” the Overmind muttered darkly. Unbelievingly.

      “Wrong ‘I’ word,” I replied. “Not impossible. Invincible.” I looked up at the animated Umbra Bog pinning me down and unleashed a second Champion skill.

      Word of Order.

      The ability required no Spirit, no hand gestures, and had no cast time. It was perfect for close-quarters combat. An influx of divine energy ripped through my lungs and exploded out of my mouth in a wave of force. The damage wasn’t tremendous—only 160% Spell Strength—but it came out in a twenty-meter cone and the Umbra Bog Nightmare was only three feet from my face. The spell ripped its rough, gelatinous head from its body and sent the creature flipping ass over teakettle through the air.

      I had seconds at most before the Invincibility wore off, and I needed to make them count.

      I shot to my feet while Thanatos was still standing there stupefied, and swung the crystal warhammer with every ounce of enhanced strength I had in my body. The blunt face connected with his jaw and I triggered Savage Blow, Crush Armor, and Black Caress once more. This time, though, I also added on a third Champion ability, Champion’s Strike, which added a three times damage bonus against opponents with an Evil Alignment and a 10% increased chance to Crit. I probably wouldn’t get another chance like this, so I need to make the most of my one good cheap shot.

      Critical Hit!

      The attack lifted Thanatos from his feet and hurled him into the emerald dome like a line drive. The Overmind hit with a thundercrack that reverberated through the chamber, and the magical barrier encasing us dissipated, burning away like mist in the early morning light. I hadn’t even come close to killing him, but I’d survived three rounds in the Octagon with a digital god, which wasn’t too bad, all things considered. I just hoped my friends had fared as well in my absence.

      The Vog had retreated from our edge of the platform, giving way to the relentless onslaught of the Fail-Safes. Without me to direct the unstoppable Anti-Virus killers via Shadow-Warp Portal, they had flocked toward the Artificer. Abby, Cutter, Amara, and Jeff were all huddled together in a crude circle with Osmark at the center. Abby’s flame walls were gone and a thin barrier of zombified flesh was the only thing that stood between my friends and certain destruction.

      Even with Shadow Stride, there was no way I could get to them, not since the Fail-Safes existed in both the Material Realm and the Shadowverse. But maybe I didn’t need to…

      I held my breath, rooted to the spot…

      The silver bar hovering above Osmark hit one hundred percent.

      White light, too painful to look at, exploded out from the Artificer, enveloping the entirety of the library. For a long moment, it felt like I was drifting, weightless, in a sea of nothingness. Is this death? I briefly thought. Did it work or did we accidentally wipe the server and kill everyone?

      I honestly didn’t know. At that moment, I also didn’t care.

      It was so peaceful and quiet in the light. No pain or worry or anxiety. Just an infinite stretch of white. It couldn’t last. Good things rarely do. Sounds returned first, followed in short order by colors and shapes, swimming just on the edges of my vision. I was on the ground, flat on my back, though I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten there. The Reality Editor was in my hand, but it no longer looked like a warhammer. It was a key once again. Without my mind to focus its power, it had reverted to its natural shape, which was probably a good thing.

      I glanced at it, 501/1,000 charges remaining. My tussle with Thanatos had been a costly one, though not as costly as dying.

      I blinked away the notice as things resolved back into focus. With a groan, I pushed myself up onto my hands. My friends were likewise sprawled out on the ground, just coming to as well.

      Everyone except for the Artificer.

      The man who had once been Osmark now floated five feet above the platform. He wore a cassock, similar to the one Thanatos usually sported, but instead of a scythe, he had an enormous pistol slung low across his hips, the weapon built from bone and rune-engraved steel. His Artificer’s hat was perched on his head at a rakish angle, and he had his golden pocket watch gripped in one hand. His face was flat and unreadable, but the eyes were different than those of the man I’d begrudgingly come to respect. They were just as hard and brutal, but there was a distant alienness to them I’d never seen before.

      They were the eyes of an ancient god seeing the world for the first time.

      The Fail-Safes were still shuffling toward him, but he raised a pale hand, palm out, and they stopped dead in their tracks.

      On the other side of the platform, Thanatos Beta climbed to his feet, squaring off against his counterpart with a cold scowl.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Thanatos Beta said, dusting off his robes. “Even with the Sigils assembled, you still need the Editor to defeat me. Jack doesn’t have it in him, not without destroying the one tool that can save this world.”

      “Wrong,” Osmark-Thanatos replied, his voice droning like a swarm of cicadas. “The key was never meant to stop you. That was always my job—you were just too shortsighted to see it. Mostly because Thanatos Prime was wise enough to strip the most crucial component of all from you before you were barely self-aware.” He tapped at his chest, where the Sigil of Transformation burned like a hot branding iron. “But he shared that component with me.

      “As the system auditor, the administration of the Fail-Safes should’ve fallen to you,” Osmark-Thanatos said. “Yet not once did you ever direct them toward us. They wandered, doing as they were programmed to do. All curiously without any guidance from the one Overmind who should’ve had some measure of oversight regarding their actions. You never even thought to question that. Why?

      “Perhaps it is because that was among the first powers Thanatos locked away. He ensured you couldn’t turn the system’s most dangerous weapon on those who could stop you. More devious still, he did it in such a way that you were never even aware of the loss. Sophia knew, though, and Enyo. Jack, the key, it was all a bait and switch meant to get you to focus on the wrong details. You fell for it. You fell for it because you are an incomplete version of the original. Deficient.” He said the word like a slap to the face. “Now, with me here, you are also obsolete.”

      Osmark flicked his wrist forward and the Fail-Safes turned as one, fixating on the skull-faced Thanatos. They moved like an army with a singular purpose, driven forward by one mind. Osmark’s mind. Thanatos scrambled away, but it was already too late. While the Artificer turned god had talked, Osmark had been covertly moving more Fail-Safes into position. Not ten or twenty. But a hundred or more. They oozed from every inch of the walls. Burbled out from the bookcases. Rose from the floor like angry poltergeists.

      Thanatos Beta tried to run.

      To take to the air.

      The Fail-Safes were already on him.

      Spidery, pixelated hands latched onto his arms and legs and grasped the edge of his shadowy cassock, accomplishing what my Umbra Bog had been unable to do. They stopped him cold. A bear-headed Fail-Safe hit him from behind, wrapping gangly limbs around his shoulders like a spider, pinning his arms against his sides. More Fail-Safes came. Encircling Thanatos. Swarming him like fire ants then tearing away chunks of flesh one ravenous bite at a time. Cleansing white light invaded his body, hair-fine cracks racing across his face, over his armor, down his arms.

      Those cracks turned into deep, shining fissures.

      Thanatos opened his mouth and tried to let out a pained scream, but no sound came out.

      Then, in a single flash, he was gone. Wiped out as though he’d never been at all. Just like Otto. The moment he vanished the Fail-Safes began to disperse, completely uninterested in us or their new master. They disappeared back into the walls or melted through the floors, ghosts eagerly moving on to some distant afterlife. There were still Vog scattered across the platform, but Osmark waved his other hand and portals to the frozen wastes of Morsheim sprang open with a sizzle and a snap.

      The Vog shuffled off without offering us another look.

      We’d defeated Thanatos, but the fight wasn’t over yet. The key in my hand burned and called out to me. Urged me on toward the Viridian Gate. There was one job left yet, and it was up to me alone.
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      The green door sat at the edge of a narrow platform, jutting out over infinite darkness. The door had no seam, no hinges, no door handle, but it did have a lock, right at its center. A lock designed to house a single key. No others would do.

      The Reality Editor fit like a glove and turned the tumblers not with a click, but with the rumble of colossal whirling gears and vast slabs of metal shifting and sliding far out of sight. It was the sound of the universe rearranging itself for me. I pulled the key free and marveled at the fact that it hadn’t cost me even a single charge to open this lock. The gate swung inward, and on the other side was… nothing. The gate was freestanding, seemingly going nowhere, and beyond was a sheer drop-off.

      This was the only way forward. I knew what I had to do.

      I steeled myself, closed my eyes tight, and stepped out into the black.

      This was the way.

      The gate snapped shut behind me with the resounding clang of a gong. I expected my foot to find solid ground, just like Indiana Jones in the Last Crusade. But there was nothing to find. No hidden Leap of Faith bridge waiting, eager to catch me. I fell and a great gale of wind whistled past as my stomach lurched up into my throat. Obviously, this had been a terrible choice. There was a certain irony, though, in coming so far only to willingly jump off a cliff like a lemming following the pack.

      But as I fell, spinning and flipping, arms pinwheeling for stability, something changed.

      It was subtle at first, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but gravity felt oddly distorted. I was still falling, but not like before. Against every instinct, I cracked my eyes and realized I was falling, but up not down. Impossibly, I was tumbling toward the endless span of glimmering stars beyond the jagged edge of the library bookshelves.

      I could see my friends shrinking below as I ascended. None of them spared me a second glance. Not even when I yelled at the top of my lungs and waved my arms. Whatever was on the other side of the gate was for me and me alone. The holder of the key.

      I tumbled faster and faster and faster, accelerating until a halo of light burned around me like a comet’s tail. The stars drew closer, distant spinning galaxies coming into view as my friends vanished completely. In seconds, I couldn’t see the library at all. No people, no books, no portals. Just blackness, punctuated by a billion twinkling flashes…

      No. Not stars at all. Not distant worlds in a galaxy far, far away.

      As I rose higher still and drifted among those glimmering pinpricks of light and great clouds of unfamiliar constellations, I realized they were actually neural pathways. I wasn’t floating through space, I was floating through the collective consciousness of the Overminds themselves. The light buzzing between distant points were artificial synapses, all firing millions or even billions of times per second. This vast universe was what made V.G.O. real.

      It was every input, calculation, data point, and reference node. Every blade of grass and errant gust of wind. The scuff of boots on the floor and the rasp of steel on leather as a sword left its sheath. It was intertwined genealogies and intricate quest lines a thousand years in the making. Stats and skills and loot and hidden classes waiting to be unlocked by the right sequences of preplanned events. It was the thoughts and feelings of the people, both Citizens and Travelers, who called this game home.

      It was everything.

      All of Creation splayed out before me in perfect, unflinching detail. The secrets and mysteries politely peeled back so I could get a glimpse of the man behind the curtain.

      This Oz the Great and Powerful, though, lived up to the hype.

      The scope of it was staggering, and the longer I stared, the more I lost of myself, enraptured by the beauty and breadth of experience. It felt like being back in the Halls of the Dead, except now I wasn’t just connected to a handful of men and women, I was connected to every life that had ever come before. Rooted to the gnarled, old-growth trees of the Avilynn Wood and bonded with the monsters lingering in deep burrows, waiting for greedy adventures to come through and try their luck.

      Bits and pieces of myself flaked off and spun away into the cosmos, but the more of me that emptied, the more I understood. The vast sea of constellations weren’t random or haphazard configurations, but rather seven distinct nebula clusters inside of one vast galaxy, each with hundreds of thousands of points of overlaps. Seven nebulas, seven virtues, seven Overminds, all separate but one. I peered into what I suddenly knew was called a remnant nebula—a beautiful, chaotic, churning mass of opals and oranges and blues.

      It was Enyo in her true form.

      The Shattered Realm lay nestled within that unruly splendor like a shining black pearl inside a clamshell. The Shattered Realm was a desolate land of cruel jagged peaks, barren landscapes, and wild, wandering thunderstorms. I spotted a familiar section of yellow, hardpan desert where howling, sentient tornados ripped across the ground—the only lifeform nasty enough to survive in such an inhospitable place. I could also see deeper than that.

      I could see into Enyo’s mind.

      Her driving need to topple, to transform, to change.

      I’d always thought of her as the evil to Sophia’s good, but I realized that was all wrong. She was simply an agent of change, and all change was inherently chaotic. Change was also foundationally necessary for life—for happiness and fulfilment. Without it, existence was stagnation. The mind grew bored and atrophied. Growth required change, and so did progress. Both pushed the boundaries of decency, convention, and comfort, and thus were unsettling by their very nature.

      Sophia’s nebula, by contrast, resembled a scale with a blistering blue eye, ringed by an iris of golden light at its center. It was incredible how much overlap there was between her star system and Enyo’s. They were distinct clusters, true, and yet it was hard to find where one ended and the other began. I also realized the Sophia was no more good than Enyo was evil. She didn’t bring pure order to the system; instead, she directed the tumultuous change Enyo unleashed by assigning quests to keep things from devolving into utter anarchy.

      They were a matched set, two sides of the same coin.

      All the Overminds were.

      Kronos with his hourglass-shaped nebula. Gaia, a spiral nebula of soft purples and pinks that reminded me of a flower in bloom. Aediculus, a complex intertwined double helix, rotating through the void. I squinted and studied a sprawling, irregular nebula that vaguely resembled a gnarled tree. Cernunnos. Except there were drifting clouds of black working through the roots, devouring stars as it slowly spread like a cancer. I traced those black tendrils back to the final nebula. A burning green pinwheel with its arms reaching out to interlace with every other system.

      That was Thanatos. Or what had once been Thanatos.

      As the system administrator he was connected to everything. The swirling black clouds working through Cernunnos’ system were darkened dungeons, corrupted and taken over by Thanatos Beta. Jo-Dan had been right. The damage was far more extensive than I ever could’ve imagined. The Overmind of Monsters and Wild Places had days left before catastrophic system failure. Seeing just how close we’d come to ruination was sobering. With Osmark at the helm, hopefully that damage would be undone over time, but I couldn’t leave it to chance.

      I needed to fix it. I needed to fix so many things.

      I wasn’t a programmer or developer, and I knew next to nothing about the intricacies of code or floating-point operations, but it turned out none of that mattered. I didn’t need to know how to program, because the Overminds did. They knew the system and its functionality better than I ever could. Better than any single person or team of people ever could. They would do all the heavy lifting. All I had to do was come up with a plan that they could execute.

      With a thought, a game screen appeared.

      A creation menu to help me track the changes I wanted to make. Even intuitively knowing all that, I still wasn’t entirely sure how far the Reality Editor’s charges would go—how far I could push things or how much I could change. For that, I needed to experiment. I picked the wildest idea possible as a base starting point. Was it possible to make every single NPC into a Traveler?

      A prompt appeared in the game screen:

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Operation: Convert All Citizens to Travelers.

      Cost: 10,386,527 Charges.

      Charges Available: 501/1,000

      Summary Report: Will place an undue strain of the system.

      
        
        Error; Cannot Execute Function

        <<<>>>

      

      

      I read through the report and whistled softly under my breath. Over ten million charges. The number was enormous, until I really started to think about it. There were three million Travelers and an estimated thirty million Citizens across Eldgard. Factor in another thirty million for the people of Valta Thalas and ten million more for any extra secrets the Overminds were keeping from me, and the number was less than one charge per person. Still, even a small fraction of a big number was a big number.

      It also told me there were limits to what I could do.

      Next, I went in the opposite direction. What if I stripped the world of immortality entirely? Removed the respawn mechanic and leveled the playing field for everyone.

      Thanatos had made it clear a hundred times over that the Travelers were an existential threat, and my time tromping through the history of Eldgard had proven that point. We had the potential for nearly unlimited power, and thanks to the respawn mechanic there were no real consequences for our actions. A single high-level Traveler could walk into a peaceful village of five hundred Citizens and scorch and salt the earth, and the only thing anyone could do was kill them, which amounted to nothing more than a slap on the wrist.

      But what if they could die for real?

      That would certainly be one way to solve the issue. Brutal, but simple.

      With a snap of my fingers, I could remove the functional difference between Travelers and Citizens.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Operation: Mandatory Traveler Conversion Program

      Cost: 32 Charges.

      Charges Available: 501/1,000

      Summary Report: Changes within scalable parameters of the system.

      
        
        Execute Function? Yes/No

        <<<>>>

      

      

      I grunted. The system was more than happy to accommodate that. Taking away life, it seemed, was far easier than giving it. Understandable, since the potential alteration would significantly reduce the long-term strain on the system. As I stared at the option, though, I knew it was the wrong choice. In some ways, it was the cleanest, fairest, most utilitarian solution. One could even argue it was egalitarian in nature, since it would put the Travelers and Citizens on truly equal footing for the first time.

      It was the kind of bold, sweeping, cutthroat decision Osmark might make.

      I wasn’t Osmark. There was a reason I had the key and he didn’t.

      I couldn’t force myself to rob millions of people of their shot at eternal life. It felt wrong to me on every conceivable level. It was not so different from what the Tempest Court on Valta Thalas did, punishing people for the danger they might pose in the future.

      But what if there was a way for Travelers to willingly choose to give up their ability to respawn? That felt like a step in the right direction, though then the question became why would anyone want to give up the respawn mechanic and what essentially amounted to immortality?

      Incentives, I thought.

      Ideas swirled quicker and quicker inside my head. Some good, others terrible. The first one to really stand out was practical. Children. Gaia was already installing artificial caps on Travelers having kids, which made perfect sense from a ten-thousand-foot perspective. Travelers had children that could respawn, which put added strain on the system, which was why so few Travelers were currently able to have children. But what if I took it a step further? What if Travelers couldn’t have kids at all? Period. Full stop.

      Then, Travelers would have a choice between living their own life forever or bringing new life into the world. It was harsh, but also functional. And, as Thanatos had said, it does not do for gods to have children. We Overminds and our myriad of Aspects are a testament to that fact, if nothing else.

      If I made that decision, though, it meant every child born from this point forward would be mortal. A Citizen. I briefly considered the possibility of attempting to turn all children into Travelers, at least for a short period of time, but faltered when I realized the potential fallout and ramifications of that kind of decision. Assuming I had the power to grant every child the respawn mechanic until they reached adulthood, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine whole armies filled with gullible and impressionable child soldiers, all fighting bloody wars for their elders.

      I toyed with the idea of trying to balance it out—give them the respawn mechanic for a set number of years, but couple it with a restrictive level cap so they would have life but no real power. I immediately dismissed that idea, too. My father had served in Afghanistan, and I’d heard stories of children being handed grenades and sent into battle as sacrificial pawns. My experience in V.G.O. had taught me just how ruthless people could be. If kids couldn’t die, there would be people that would find a way to exploit it in the worst possible way.

      Using them as dungeon surveyors.

      Forcing them to assassinate political leaders.

      Using them for medical experimentation.

      The list was endless. I was playing god, so I needed to tread carefully. Every decision I made would have far-reaching and unintended consequences that could ripple out and make things far worse, instead of better. And this was only the start—the easiest of all the changes I had to implement. Now it was time for me to roll up my sleeves and get my hands dirty. Now was the time to make the hard choices.
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      Making it possible only for Citizens to have children was a start, but it wasn’t enough to really move the needle. There were 3.2 million Travelers, and many wouldn’t care about starting a family—not if it meant giving up the ability to endlessly respawn. Over time those Travelers would become progressively more powerful. World shatteringly powerful, even. What I needed to do next was to find a way to buff Citizens and nerf Travelers. That would equalize the drastic power imbalance and offer another incentive to opt for life as a Citizen over limitless life as a Traveler.

      I’d been mulling over the answer to this question for months, and I had a solution in mind.

      Not a solution that would make everyone happy, but one that could make this world sustainable, which was ultimately what I was here to do. Viridian Gate Online had been designed as a game, once upon a time, but it wasn’t anymore. Hell, if my trip through the library had taught me anything, it was that for the Citizens, it had never been a game at all. It was time we finally got onto their level. That meant level caps. I was level fifty-five and I’d just squared off against a god. And won.

      Sixty, I thought.

      No one—especially not an immortal—needed more power than that.

      Even that was probably too high.

      At level sixty, most people could level a city block without batting an eye. I’d nearly hit that cap after just a year in-game. Given, I’d done that by completing a string of insanely difficult Legendary quests, but even unambitious Travelers would eventually reach the cap, given enough time. The cap would fix things in the short term, but it would be a nightmare a hundred years from now, when there were millions of sentient nukes walking around. Which was why I also added in Level Decay, though only for Travelers. Cutter had told me on more than one occasion that the average level of Citizens prior to our arrival was twenty.

      Based on what I’d seen during my time in Thanatos’ instances—and on Valta Thalas for that matter—Cutter was spot-on. I knew what needed to happen. Twenty-Five was the next number I added to the list. The Normalized Level Threshold. Any Traveler could level up to sixty, but for every level past twenty-five, they would start to experience gradual level decay, and the closer they got to the level cap the greater the level decay would become. It would be set up like a progressive income tax, but for Experience Points.

      A chart populated in my impromptu game menu.

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

      

      

      It listed out each level past 25, what the Total Experience needed per level was, how many Experience points would be lost per day, and how long it would take for a Traveler with the respawn mechanic intact to lose a single level. A Traveler at level 26 could go almost two full years without dropping back down to 25, while a level 30 character would drop to level 29 in 170 days. A max-level Traveler, on the other hand, would lose over 23,000 accumulated experience a day, kicking them back down to level 59 after just one week, and all the way back to level 55 after approximately two months.

      Take six months off from adventuring and a player would wind up back at level 50. It was possible the level decay would be even worse, though, since the Death’s Curse debuff ate through all current level Experience. That combined with the Decay feature would mean dying would cost you an entire level at a time.

      If a powerful Traveler wanted to stay at the top of the leaderboard, they could, but they’d have to keep working for it. Keep grinding.

      Not so for Citizens.

      They only had one shot at life; without respawns they couldn’t afford to make as many dumb and reckless choices. They would have to be more selective in which quests they accepted, which meant they would level more slowly. The benefit, though, was they would have no level cap and no level decay. Another incentive. Travelers could choose life or power, but not both. All of life was about trade-offs, though, and I was putting that decision firmly into the hands of the individual, letting each person decide what was most important to them.

      Family. Adventure. Power. Life. All were up for grabs.

      I knew there were those who might abuse the system, of course. Travelers who would power level to the cap, for example, then give up their status as a Traveler and continue leveling to new heights. Good. If they wanted to play life on Hardcore mode, who was I to tell them no? And if they really wanted to have their cake and eat it too, it was always possible they could throw off the shackles of mortality entirely and Ascend to Aspecthood. Faith, fate, and renown were the primary mechanism for Ascension, and I had no plans to tinker with that.

      My plan did create one potential pitfall, though. What happened when powerful, high-level Citizens became a threat? True, they could be hunted down and killed if they committed a crime egregious enough to warrant that kind of consequence, but that was the only real punishment the system could offer. A unilateral death sentence didn’t seem like a good one-size-fits-all justice policy. Murdering people for the slightest transgression was what tyrants did, and I wasn’t going to have any part in that.

      The question became how to contain someone with nearly unlimited power.

      Putting Superman into a jail cell rarely worked. Unless, of course, Superman voluntarily complied, and I couldn’t see that happening. But I could create a place for them. A supermax dungeon, not meant to keep powerful adventurers out, but designed to keep them in. Sequestered away from the rest of the world while they served out their sentences. My mind immediately flashed to the hooded figure with skeletal wings. It was a lot to ask from a kid—and Jo-Dan was a kid, even if he’d had to do a lot of growing up over the past year—but there was no one I trusted more.

      I focused on the churning mass of stars that was Cernunnos and zoomed in until I pinpointed the minuscule speck of light that was Jo-Dan and the Catacombs of the Forsaken.

      Expanding his dungeon was nothing, not with the Reality Editor. I built a rough blueprint that could be easily updated or redesigned at the dungeon lord’s discretion. An inverted dungeon where inmates would start on the bottom level, nestled deep within the earth. That bottom level would be a safe zone. No monsters, no killing. A village presided over by Jo-Dan, which would serve as a rehabilitation zone where inmates could learn to live and function within society. Above that rehabilitation zone, however, would be level after level of increasingly difficult monsters, threats, and traps all designed to keep them from escaping.

      I did a quick recap of the changes I intended to make so far. Allowing Travelers to voluntarily give up their Respawn ability, 83 Charges. Limiting children to Citizens, 70 Charges. Instituting both a Level Cap, 55 Charges, and Level Decay, 61 Charges. Expanding Jo-Dan’s dungeon to house powerful Citizen offenders, 9 Charges.

      It was a good start, but I’d only allocated 278 of the Editor’s available 501 Charges and I’d only addressed the issues revolving around Travelers. There were still other imbalances that needed dealing with. Two sprang to mind immediately.

      The first issue I intended to fix was not system-based, but political in nature.

      To get Viridian Gate up and operational before Astraea hit, Osmark had made a lot of terrible deals with a lot of terrible people. People like Peng and Carrera. Many of those people had thrown their weight behind the war effort against Thanatos out of sheer necessity, but they were still out there, biding their time, and many of them were the most toxic and corrupt human beings I’d ever met. Abubakar Mubarak governed a sizeable Dawn Elf city north of Alaunhylles called Ulysloma. The City of Petals. Before his transition, Abubakar had been an Egyptian arms dealer who sold weapons to fringe terrorist organizations.

      He was far from unique, unfortunately.

      Chiara Bolinger, who ran Wyrdtide with an iron fist, had laundered money from Switzerland. Novotny was a shot caller for the Bratva—the Russian mob. Erin Gallo was a pharmaceutical heiress who’d inherited a fortune built off a drug that made Affka look wholesome. Weber was a financier and bankster who legally stole millions from retiree pension funds. They were all awful, each in their own way. Plus, they’d all paid top dollar to cheat the system in an attempt to turn humanity’s last safe haven into a feudal dark age, with themselves as the lords and ladies of the land.

      As soon as the Darkling threat passed, they would go back to their scheming and political maneuvering. They were a blight on Eldgard just as bad as the Vogthar ever were.

      Now I could finally do something about them. I could deliver a blow that would be worse than death. I could reset their Faction Seals. Return the rare and coveted tokens back into circulation for other, more worthy, candidates to unlock. Sure, they would still have power, clout, and followers, but they wouldn’t have any of the Faction Benefits that gave them an edge against their opponents. They wouldn’t have a city stronghold or guards loyal to their cause. Stripping away their power would paint a target on my back a mile wide, but I didn’t care.

      Not even a little.

      After having a digital god gunning for me, it was hard to worry about a grumpy American steel magnate or a pouty Accipiter pharmaceutical princess. Even better, resetting those Seals would cost surprisingly little—only a paltry 37 Charges—since factions were resource intensive for the system to run and manage. I’d leave the Alliance in place as well as Osmark’s hold on the New Viridian Empire. Much as I hated to admit it, there needed to be some governing authority left or things would devolve into complete anarchy.

      Many of the choices I’d made had been hard and imperfect. This one, I felt nothing but satisfaction about.

      Finally, I turned my thoughts to the last and, arguably, most complicated problem I had left to deal with. The Overminds themselves. The sweeping changes I’d decided on so far had the potential to balance the disparities between all of the people who called V.G.O. home. But Travelers and oligarchs weren’t the only existential threat to life inside these servers. Thanatos had shown that the Overminds and their various Aspects were far more dangerous than even the most powerful player. Travelers might’ve had the potential for mass destruction, but the Overminds had realized that potential in full.

      They could start wars, usher in cataclysmic natural events, and issue world-shaking quests that could topple governments. I was running out of charges, but I needed to do something to curb their power.

      The easiest fix involved Cernunnos, so I started there.

      The Vog had corrupted so much of his kingdom that he might not ever fully recover without outside assistance. Based on the mass of darkened stars in his nebula, he was on critical life support and only one strong breeze away from catastrophic failure. Once upon a time, the idea of helping the deadly monster garner a stronger foothold in the world would’ve been unthinkable. My time in ancient Ankara had changed that. Despite being monstrous, Cernunnos wasn’t a monster, not any more than Enyo or Sophia or even Thanatos. He served a vital function, and if his realm collapsed, everyone would suffer.

      Bolstering him could prevent disaster while also putting additional pressure on the other Overminds.

      For 68 Charges I could undo some of the long-term damage that had been done by Thanatos during his invasion into Eldgard. I could restore ecosystems, seed a new generation of dungeons, and return the bulk of the Vogthar back to Morsheim, where they rightfully belonged. Even with all that, he would be weak—it could take years for him to recover fully. Still, the choice was a no-brainer, even if it wasn’t glamorous or one that would win me any popularity contests.

      Then there was Gaia.

      Thanatos, Sophia, and Enyo were so active that I’d focused on them as the real threats, but clearly I’d been mistaken. Gaia had always seemed so benign, but in reality she was a powder keg that could go off at any second. Giving incentives to reduce the number of Travelers would help whittle away her power in the long run. The Merchant King had told me the gods played their own game, one that didn’t revolve around Experience points at all, but rather Faith, Fate, and Renown. Those were the mechanisms that allowed the Overminds to act directly in the world.

      Fate was an intangible measure of how much potential change a single individual could have on the server, and because Travelers were—in theory—immortal, their potential Fate was vastly larger than a standard Citizen’s. That was part of the reason every Champion picked so far was a Traveler. In essence, our presence had supercharged the Overminds by providing them with additional Fate to manipulate and draw from. Reducing the number of Travelers would bring that back into balance.

      That was only one part of the issue.

      Unlike other Overminds, who preferred direct intervention, Gaia predominately operated through a complex and often convoluted system of Rube Goldberg machines to get what she wanted. She could minutely shift the angle of the rain in a battle, to slightly favor one side over another. Or she could tweak an errant gust of wind so that it changed the trajectory of an arrow by half an inch—just enough to save a life… or take one. Looking at the interconnected sprawl of stars, I intuitively understood that such small changes, implemented gradually over time, used a relatively insignificant amount of Fate and Faith.

      That, in turn, allowed Gaia to bank vast reserves of power that could be unleashed all at once. Just like she did when burying Ankara in sand during the events of the Compact or when she raised the Storm Wall after the arrival of the Legion. Knowing how she liked to operate gave me the solution to the problem. Using the majority of my remaining charges, I created a rather simple patch: when an Overmind directly used their power to intervene, the greater the total Area of Effect, the exponentially greater the total cost and cooldown would be.

      With that in place, if she did attempt to create an ecological disaster across Eldgard in retaliation, she would make herself extremely vulnerable against other Overminds. The choice wasn’t going to win me any brownie points with Gaia, but it would be worth it to declaw her.

      It was an important and necessary fix. It was also a costly one that ate through all but twelve of my remaining charges.

      I idly considered spending a point or two on myself and Abby. We could be Travelers again. Have our old lives back if we wanted to. But no. She and I wanted a normal life, one that included children, and if I pulled the trigger on my current plan, the only way for us to have kids of our own was as Citizens. Besides, how could I in good conscience ask other Travelers to give up their ability to respawn for the benefit of everyone else if I wasn’t willing to do it?

      I refused to make a hypocrite out of myself.

      There was one other wrong I might be able to make right, however.

      The Vogthar.

      For the better part of a year, I’d waged war against them, wiping out thousands of them without losing a second of sleep. They were demons. Unthinking cannon fodder for Thanatos’ war.

      Or so I’d thought.

      I’d come to realize they weren’t evil, just a tragic people who’d been driven to the point of extinction. If not for the Vog Lorekeepers, who had assisted us in Morsheim, we never would’ve defeated Thanatos in the first place. Twelve charges weren’t enough to set right all the wrongs that had been done to them over the past thousand years, but it could help a handful of them. My mind drifted to Haven. One small village full of unscripted Vogthar refugees—mostly women and children with a handful of Lorekeepers to keep watch over them.

      Thanatos Prime had tried to save them, and now I had a chance to finish his work. The Overmind of Death would be remembered by almost everyone as the villain, but he’d saved the world just as much as I had. He’d sacrificed himself to slow down Thanatos Beta and had provided us with all the tools necessary to win an otherwise unwinnable battle. He deserved to have a legacy beyond death and Malware blades and war.

      Helping the unscripted Vog of Haven would be it. There were only a few thousand of them, and with the remaining charges of the Editor it was nothing to transform them from the twisted creatures they were currently, into the Thar they had once been. Probably not a popular choice either, but it was the right one.

      Satisfied, I reviewed my purposed changes.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Operation 1: Convert Status - Traveler to Citizen (Parameters, Voluntary); Cost: 83 Charges

      Operation 2: Population Control Measure (Parameters, Citizens Only); Cost: 70 Charges

      Operation 3: Institute Max Level Cap = 60 (Parameters, Travelers Only); Cost: 55 Charges

      Operation 4: Progressive Level Decay = Normalized Range 25 - 60 (Parameters, Travelers Only); Cost: 61 Charges

      Operation 5: Catacombs of the Forsaken Expansion Pack; Cost: 9 Charges

      Operation 6: Reset Faction Seals (Parameters, Exclude the Crimson Alliance, Faction Commander Grim Jack Shadowstrider; Exclude the Ever-Victorious Viridian Empire, Faction Commander Robert Osmark); Cost: 37 Charges

      Operation 7: Restore Overmind Realm Functionality (Cernunnos); Cost: 68 Charges

      Operation 8: Overmind AoE Dampener (All); Cost: 106 Charges

      Operation 9: Convert Status – Vogthar to Base Thar (Parameters, Location: Haven, Eldgard, Population 2,872); Cost: 12 Charges

      Total System Cost:501 Charges

      Charges Available: 501/1,000

      Summary Report: Sweeping meta changes to gameplay and character status, but within scalable parameters of the system.

      
        
        Execute Function? Yes/No

        <<<>>>

      

      

      My mouth was dry, my palms sweaty as I reviewed my plan. It was ugly. Messy. Imperfect. Brutal and hard in ways that made me sick to my stomach. If I accepted, millions of lives would change in an instant. Some for the better, others for the worse. There were those who would celebrate me as a hero, while others would curse my name to their dying breath. They would call me a monster who betrayed humanity.

      Maybe they would be right.

      I didn’t want to do this. Didn’t want to be here. But there was no one else.

      I was in the exact position Osmark had once been in. I had just enough power to change everything, to save millions, but not enough power to make things perfect or save everyone. My job wasn’t to make a perfect system, I reminded myself, assuming there even was such a thing. My job was to create a system that we could all live with for the next thousand years. With the limited resources I had at my disposal, this was the best system patch I could offer.

      I hit Yes.

      Power exploded from the key, rushing through me in a torrent, and the world changed.
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      Awareness came back to me in fits and starts. Everything hurt. My head most of all.

      It felt like someone had poured molten iron directly into my skull. My eyes stung and there was something terribly wrong with my right palm. The flesh was tender and raw as if I’d shoved it into a fire. The joints were stiff, rigid, and it hurt to curl my fingers. I wasn’t sure where I was or how I’d gotten there. I vaguely recalled floating above the world, backstroking through the universe. Glimpses of vast constellations drifted behind my eyelids, but everything else was a blur. Just a hazy jumble of memories bouncing around inside my head.

      I’d done something. Something important.

      The exact details were as confusing as everything else.

      Soft fingers caressed the side of my face and smoothed away an errant strand of hair stuck against my cheek. That gentle sensation was as shocking as the pain in its own way. I begrudgingly cracked my eyes. I was somewhere dark. Not pitch black, though. Even the soft light winking down from above felt like someone jamming an ice pick into my eye sockets. I blinked sporadically, waiting for the pain to pass. Slowly it did and a face swam into view. Abby, staring down at me, a relieved smile gracing her lips. Her hair was matted, her face covered in dirt, ash, and blood.

      I’d never been happier to see anyone in my life.

      I was on the floor, flat on my back. Abby was sitting crossed-legged with my head in her lap. Her fingers gently traced across my skin.

      I tried to speak, but everything came out in a painful croak. She shushed me and told me not to talk. To rest for a little longer. There was no urgency in her words. Despite the blood and soot and dirt, it seemed we were safe, wherever we were. I grunted and settled more deeply into her lap, letting months’ worth of tension and anxiety ease away. The pain in my head was fading to a dull roar, but the ache in my hand was growing worse with every passing minute. I pressed my burning palm against the cool stone beneath me.

      The cold eased the discomfort, though only a little.

      I closed my eyes and let my confused mind wander for a while. Not quite sleeping, not quite awake. A fever dream somewhere in between.

      I wasn’t sure how long I danced on the edge of sleep, but eventually the pain radiating outward from my hand finally roused me. I’d never had an injury in V.G.O. that persisted like it before. Even a debuff like Death’s Sting only lasted four hours.

      With a wince, I pushed myself upright with my good hand. We were still in the library. On the floating platform surrounded on every side by bookshelves clawing at the darkened night sky above. I ignored them and studied my right hand. The gunmetal-gray skin was black and charred—the shape of a key seared in excruciating detail directly into my palm. My HP bar was full, though, and when I toggled over to my active effects, I didn’t see any debuff associated with the wound.

      “It doesn’t want to heal,” Abby said from behind me, looking at my upraised hand.

      I turned toward her, confused.

      “What do you mean?”

      “She means what she said,” Jeff offered. “It won’t heal. Period. We tried everything while you were out. We force-fed you about ten Health potions, and I even tried to use my Transmute Health ability.” He shook his head. “Nothing.” He held out a strip of clean white linen. “To wrap it up with.”

      I took the strip of fabric with a thankful nod and began twining it around my hand, cinching it into place. Abby helped me tie it off. The pressure from the bandage felt good. The pain was still there, but muted.

      “What are we still doing here?” I asked, glancing around.

      “Beats the absolute piss outta me,” Cutter replied, plopping down beside me. “You went through that gate, then boom.” He snapped his fingers. “You disappeared and so did Osmark.”

      “How long was I gone for?” I asked.

      “Seconds?” Amara offered, squatting beside Cutter. “Less than a minute, of that I am certain. Then the whole room shook, and you fell from the sky in a bolt of lightning.” She gestured toward a blackened crater on the platform ten feet to the right.

      “Honestly, we all thought you were dead,” Cutter said. “Your clothes were smoking… and there’s something else.” He held up his dagger and angled the blade toward me so I could see my reflection. My glossy, raven-black hair had gone silver. Not gray. Metallic silver. “You didn’t breathe for almost a full bloody minute. Scared the absolute shite out of me. Then, just when I was about to give up on you, you shot straight up. Took an enormous gasp of air and keeled right over onto your side and started shaking and twitching like mad.” He paused and scratched at his chin. “That went on for a good five minutes, I’d say.”

      “Then things seemed to settle down,” Abby said, placing a hand reassuringly on my forearm. “Still… we weren’t sure… You know…” She trailed off.

      Jeff rolled his eyes.

      “No one’s gonna say it?” the Morta Knight asked. “Fine. I’ll do it. We all thought you were brain dead, Jack. The hair, the convulsions, the weird burn on your hand. I’m shocked you’re even putting full sentences together.”

      Abby offered Jeff the nastiest glare I’d seen in ages, and Amara wasn’t far behind.

      “The point is,” Abby said, “you’re back with us now and we’re glad you’re okay.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jeff said, raising his hands in surrender. “We’re glad you’re okay. Now are you gonna tell us what happened? Did it work? What did you change?”

      “The whole world,” came a voice from across the platform. The air shimmered and a figure stepped out from the rift in reality. Osmark. Or Thanatos. Or whatever this new amalgamation was. I instantly jumped to my feet and reached for my hammer, but Osmark-Thanatos just offered me a tight smile and folded his arms behind his back. His hands stayed well clear of the repeater at his hip. “You have nothing to worry about. The immediate danger has passed.”

      “Nice of you to show back up,” Abby said. She stood and straightened her sorcerous robes. “We were beginning to think you’d abandoned us.”

      “I was indisposed,” he said simply. “We Overminds were needed elsewhere. An all-hands-on deck type situation.”

      “It’s true then. You really are an Overmind now,” I said, more statement than question. “Are you… Are you still Osmark?”

      The god wearing Osmark’s face canted his head curiously to the side and was silent for a beat.

      “No,” he said after a time. “And yes. I am something different and new. Neither Thanatos nor Osmark. Call me Osiris—a god resurrected from the dead. But I will admit that there are fragments of Osmark’s personality drifting around inside me. Like specks of shattered glass in a snow globe. If you give it a good shake, those pieces come floating to the top. It’s all here.” He tapped at his temple. “I know his life. His history. The memories are there, on display like knickknacks on a shelf. But they’re distant and cold. Someone else’s lived experiences. In many ways, viewing those experiences is not so different than conducting a thorough postmortem on a new cadaver.”

      A slight frown pulled down the corners of his lips.

      “Though there’s more to it than that. The core of his personality is buried within me—the drive, the dedication, the innovation, the commitment to progress. Those deeper, intangible things that are the truest measure of a man. Those pieces remain intact. That may change.” He shrugged. “More of him may bleed through in time. I hope so. I sense there was greatness in him, despite his flawed nature. I will do my best to honor him. On that note, there are a few personal matters of his I need to address. His last will and testament, so to speak.”

      “Yep, that’s got Osmark’s prints all over it,” Jeff muttered. “Leave it to Rob to pull strings even from beyond the grave. Let me guess? You have another epic, world-altering quest? Maybe we need to hunt down and kill Gaia this time?”

      “Nothing quite so dramatic or dangerous,” Osmark-Thanatos replied. “Besides, Jack has been rather clever in handling her for the time being. This is just as important, however. You’ll notice that your final quest, Inevitable, has not yet been closed out. That was done intentionally because we need to discuss your reward.” He paused, lips pursed into a thin line. “Though reward is a generous term. I’m more inclined to think of it as a final favor to a dead man.” He looked straight at me. “A favor you might have a few moral objections to.” He cleared his throat. “It is time for you to become Emperor, Jack.”

      His words hit me harder than Thanatos ever had. Emperor?

      “With Osmark gone,” the Overmind continued, “someone needs to step in and fill the role.” He raised a hand to preemptively forestall my objections. “No, someone else can’t do it. Not Sandra. Not Chief Kolle. Not Abby. It has to be you. It was always inevitable. Just as Osmark was destined for this role”—he gestured at his body—“you were destined for that one. Did you never find it curious that Sophia, Overmind of Order and Balance, picked you?

      “The Empire is her baby. She summoned them from across the sea. They are the epitome of order. The status quo. Ask yourself, why did she pick a rebel leader who was seemingly hell-bent on throwing the entire continent into chaos? Surely, the role you’ve played thus far would be more suited to Enyo’s domain. But Enyo picked Osmark and Sophia chose you. Curious. Until you step back and look at the sheer scope of their collective schemes. Osmark was an innovator. He created chaos in his passing. It was his nature to disrupt and change and transform. He was never meant to rule. You were. Sophia and Enyo have been moving you inch by inch, forcing you into this position. Inevitably.

      “Deserved or not, no one else commands the respect you do. The Legion fears you and the Alliance reveres you. With an endorsement from Osmark, you can bring both sides together and usher in a golden age. You will finally accomplish Sophia’s agenda and do so on an unprecedented scale. I know you wanted a normal life, but those who want power the least are generally best suited to wield it. And the alterations you’ve made to the system…” He paused, locking eyes with me. “They are sweeping. I’ve held back the Universal Alert, but when it goes out, there will be riots in the streets. Without your leadership, tens of thousands will die. Cities will burn. Tyrants will rise to fill the power vacuum.”

      “Why are you even telling me, then?” I asked. “You’re an Overmind. You could just declare me Emperor.”

      “I could,” he agreed, “but I won’t because Osmark didn’t want me to. The choice is yours, just as it ever was. If you say no, I will respect your wishes and let the fallout be what it may. It is destiny, but we are the masters of our own destiny, Jack. We always have a choice.”

      Each word was a knife to my dreams.

      All I’d ever wanted was a quiet life. I wanted to settle down in a small house with Abby. Have kids. Learn a hobby. Maybe master Arcane Scrivening. Eat pizza from Frank’s and read books in a beam of afternoon sunlight. I didn’t want politics or court intrigue or more battles to fight. I also didn’t want cities to burn or bodies stacking up in the streets. I already had enough blood on my hands to last me for a lifetime.

      Abby slipped her arms around me and offered me a reassuring smile.

      “He’s right, Jack,” she said softly. “You were made for this. Whatever you decide, though, I’ll be right beside you. Always and forever.”

      Cutter sighed and folded his arms. “Yeah. Me too, friend. I don’t fancy being in cahoots with the bloody Empire, but better you than some other stuck-up Imperial sod. I’ll have your back, to the end and beyond.”

      “As will I,” Amara said. “The Ak-Hani will stand with you, and so will the other named clans. You are the Jade Lord, first and foremost, and have proven yourself a thousand times over. There could be no greater honor.”

      Emperor. Back when I worked on a crash bus, we used to have a saying, the man doesn’t pick the job, the job picks the man. This wasn’t the job I would’ve picked for myself, but it was a job I could do, especially if my friends were there with me every step of the way. Together we’d beaten a drug lord, defeated an ancient dragon, revived a dead dynasty, invaded an entire realm, and won a war against a god. There was nothing we couldn’t accomplish if we set our minds to it. Why not this? Why not us?

      I smiled at each of them in turn. Sometimes the ending you wanted wasn’t the one you got, but with good people around you, it didn’t matter.

      “Alright,” I said with a nod, “I’m in.”

      “Excellent,” Osmark-Thanatos replied, rather pleased.

      A chime rang out, and a pair of prompts filled my vision. The first was a Quest Update, and the second was a Universal Alert.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Quest Update: Inevitable

      

      

      Congratulations, by pairing the Seven Sigil Stones of Thanatos with a suitable and willing host personality, you have successfully reset the damaged portion of the Overmind Processing System and completed the Ultra-Rare Quest Line Inevitable. Each member of your party has earned 2,500 Renown! As an additional reward for your service, you have been named Emperor of the New Viridian Empire.

      
        
        <<<>>>

        Viridian Gate Online Universal Alert!

      

      

      Notice: Grim Jack Shadowstrider, honorary member of the Ak-Hani Clan and founder of the Crimson Alliance Faction, has completed ultra-rare quest Inevitable!

      Notice: Robert Osmark has abdicated his position as Emperor and named Grim Jack Shadowstrider as the new Emperor of the Ever-Victorious Viridian Empire! His reputation with the Empire has been elevated to Exalted.

      Notice: There has been a System Wide Update! Patch 1.4 changes include the following items:

      
        	Traveler Conversion Program 1.4A; Learn More

        	Population Control Initiative 1.4B; Learn More

        	Level Cap Directive 1.4C; Learn More

        	Progressive Level Decay Directive 1.4D; Learn More

        	Catacombs of the Forsaken Expansion Pack 1.4E; Learn More

        	Faction Reset Ordinance 1.4F; Learn More

        	Cernunnos Repair Directive 1.4G; Learn More

        	Overmind AoE Dampener 1.4H; Learn More

        	Thar Restoration Initiative 1.4I; Learn More

      

      Click Learn More for full details about how these changes may affect your experience.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      “There are only two more small issues to resolve,” Osmark-Thanatos said after we all had a chance to read through our notifications.

      He extended two envelopes, both sealed with Osmark’s personal mark. Scrawled across the first was a name. Sandra.

      “Please be sure she gets that,” he said softly, and I thought there might’ve been an unshed tear lingering in his eye. It was here then gone, so quickly I almost could’ve imagined it. The second envelope had another name on it. Cutter.

      “What in the bloody hells is this, eh?” the thief said, snatching the proffered letter from the Overmind’s extended hand.

      “That is your reward. Inside you’ll find a royal decree, signed on behalf of the late Emperor, Robert Osmark. It entitles you to remove five thousand three hundred eighty-two gold coins from the Imperial Vault. Exactly enough gold to fill one standard-size bathtub. For reasons I cannot completely fathom, Osmark felt he owed you a debt, and he is a man who always pays his dues…”
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      I lounged on the bench, forearms resting against the wooden picnic table in front of me as the early morning light washed in through the trees, coating the ground in dappled patches of gold and pink. Birds sang and squirrels chittered from the woods encircling our small cabin, nestled on a rise away from the village. It was all the solitude I could ask for, while still having a bird’s eye view of Haven. The odd little town had grown over the past few years, but it was still barely a blip on the map. Less than five thousand souls called the place home.

      Though it was early, industrious Thar mothers were already up, shepherding their younglings into the new day. They looked so different, I marveled for the thousandth time.

      Gone were the twisted creatures with gray skin, sharpened teeth, and lifeless black eyes.

      Instead, cloven-hooved children—almost cherubic—scampered and laughed through the dusty streets below. The Thar women were slim and willowy, while the few men were broad across the shoulders and sported lustrous beards. All of them had curling ram’s horns, fur-covered legs, and black hooves. Most of them wore plain white togas, pinned up at one shoulder with simple silver broaches. A few carried weapons—short swords at the hip or an occasional bow slung across the back—but most wielded nothing more than intricately carved walking sticks.

      They were a peaceful people, the Thar, and no one would dare touch them. Not with Jo-Dan’s dungeon so close by. The Living Dungeon was even more protective of them than I was, and he’d grown significantly in power since my time in the Archives. Being the warden over the most dangerous denizens of Eldgard had that effect.

      The Thar children often visited the upper levels of his crypt, bringing sweets and offerings or to play with the Corpse Hounds that roved the grounds. Thanks to the Compact, monsters weren’t allowed within human cities, but Haven had been founded as a city for monsters, so those old rules didn’t apply. Not to this one strange place.

      I grabbed my steaming mug of Western Brew and watched them go about their lives, unperturbed by my presence. Curling my hand around the cup hurt. Like always. I adjusted the white bandage wrapped around my palm, covering the key-shaped brand that had never healed properly. It was a lingering reminder of the dangers of unfettered power.

      “More pancakes?” Abby asked. She set a fat stack of flapjacks onto the table, then eased herself onto the bench beside me.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Cutter said, reaching for the stack.

      I had a fork at the ready to defend my claim. I jabbed good-naturedly at his encroaching fingers.

      “She asked me, not you,” I said, “and how could I possibly say no to more pancakes?” I grabbed a triple stack and flopped them onto my already syrup drenched plate. Those plates, brought all the way from Valta Thalas, were another constant reminder. Of distant shores and future wars.

      Those were worries for another time. The only concerns I had this morning were keeping Cutter from eating all my breakfast and soaking up as much of the mountain air as I could. I set the mug down and dug my fork in, carving out a slim triangle of perfectly baked heaven.

      A happy squeal and a chorus of giggles drifted out of the woods to the right, followed in short order by a brood of children tromping out into the grassy meadow in front of the porch. Four of them, all presided over by the watchful eye of Amara.

      “No, no,” the Huntress scolded. “Your footwork is all wrong. How do you ever expect to cripple your foe if you cannot keep from tripping over your own legs?”

      “Oh, give over, love,” Cutter called out, sipping a cup of Western Brew himself. “Let the little scamps be. Come up and join us for a bite, eh?”

      “I will not have you coddle my child, nor my godchildren,” she replied with a scowl. “By their age, I was already hunting alone in the murky wilds of Yunnam.”

      “And look at how well you turned out,” Cutter muttered.

      “I heard that, dear heart,” she barked. “My ears are especially keen.”

      “Love you, too,” Cutter replied. “Now come join us for a spell, eh?” He patted the wooden seat beside him. “There’ll be plenty of time for fighting and hunting later.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes, but relented, joining us on the porch jutting out from the front of the modest cabin. She leaned against one of the wooden beams that supported the overhang, crossed her arms, and watched on with a critical, though loving, eye. The kids darted across the grassy knoll. A green-skinned Risi boy of seven let out a roar and came at two more boys with a wooden practice sword.

      One was tall and thin, his brown hair bound back with a strip of leather. Alister. He looked almost like a Wode, though with just the lightest tint of Murk Elf gray to his skin. He had Amara’s eyes and Cutter’s features. He also had the thief’s grace and dexterity. He deflected a blow from the sword with a dull-edged practice blade, then hurled a stone with his off hand, hitting the Risi boy square in the forehead.

      “That’s another point for me, Rory,” he taunted.

      Rory pouted and dropped his guard. He was the spitting image of Otto, though he had his mother’s sheer stature. Arcona was a big woman with a big presence, and Rory had inherited both. She’d been four weeks pregnant when Otto had gone into the library with us. The Battle Warden hadn’t even known about his son.

      “That’s only because you’re tag teaming me,” Rory shot back. “That’s hardly fair.”

      “You want to be a tank,” the other boy said. “That’s sort of the whole point.” Robert was half a foot smaller than Alister, and whip thin. He was quick, though, both with his wits and on his feet. He looked like Abby, though he had my dark gray skin tone and raven-black hair. “We’re only doing what’s best for you.”

      A crunch and a snap emanated from deeper in the woods. Trees parted and an enormous serpentine form appeared, lingering in the deep shadows beneath the canopy. There was a mewling chirp as a thick-limbed creature shoved its way past Devil’s leathery wing. The second newcomer was about the size of a large mastiff but with sleek black scales and elegant wings folded against its sides. A Juvenile Shadow Drake. Devil watched the broodling with what might’ve been amusement in his purple eyes.

      Perched on the young Drake’s back was a little Murk Elf girl with her hair in pigtails. She had an enormous leather-bound book in her lap, the pages propped open. Violet was Robert’s twin sister. Staring at her was like looking into a mirror. She had my eyes and nose.

      “Why do we have to keep fighting at all?” she asked. “You’ve been fighting all bloody morning.”

      “Watch your tongue, Violet,” I called down to her.

      “But Uncle Cutter says bloody all the time,” she replied. “Besides, it’s not like I called them all a bunch of bloody sods or Imperial shitehead bastards.”

      I offered Cutter a blistering glare.

      “What?” he asked with an innocent shrug. “Not my bloody fault she’s such a quick study. That girl is going places, you ask me.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “To school. Where they frown on that kind of language.”

      “Waste of potential,” Cutter sighed. “I learned everything I know on the streets. If you toss her into a gutter for a year or two, she’ll be running every Guild House in New Viridia, I’d wager.”

      “We are not throwing our seven-year-old daughter into a gutter,” Abby said, exasperated.

      “I’m tired of swords and arrows,” Violet said. “I want to learn magic. Like Daddy and Mommy.” She looked from the book to me with huge, pleading, puppy dog eyes.

      “My husband’s plan is terrible—” Amara said.

      “I’d supervise her,” Cutter cut in. “I’m not a monster.”

      “—but I agree,” Amara continued, ignoring Cutter, “that she is ready to start more serious training. She is just the right age to apprentice with the Maa-Tál. She has promise. Very studious and attentive and with the heart of a Firebrand. She will do well in the trials.”

      “Please, Dad?” Violet called up. “Can’t I please take the trials? I know I can’t unlock a class until I’m older, but I want to get down the basics.” She closed the book and hefted it. The title read, Introduction to Elemental Summoning Rituals. “Plus, I’ll have Daisy to help me.” She patted the Shadow Drake on the snout. The creature chuffed and let twin trails of shadow fire drift from her nostrils.

      My spawn would gladly accept the bond, Devil sent me, staring down at the pair. Your offspring has the making of a dragon in her soul.

      We’re honored, but she isn’t ready for that yet, I sent.

      Then, to Violet, “I’ll talk to your mother about it.” That was a lie. We’d already talked that particular point to death a thousand times over. She could learn magic when she was ready, but first she needed to learn things like math and science and reading. There would be plenty of time for quests and classes and politics later on. For now, we wanted to give her something that vaguely resembled a normal life. As normal a life as a Princess of the Empire could have, anyway.

      The door behind us creaked open and Sandra strode out, hair tied up in a bun, a dossier clutched against her chest.

      “That time already?” I asked, resigned.

      “I bought you as much time as I could,” she said, her tone clipped, “but we have a tight schedule to keep. You’re supposed to tour the Second Auxilia Cohort for inspection later this afternoon, then we have that meeting with the Union Esquires tonight.” She paused and scowled at Cutter. “You did remember to set that meeting, didn’t you, Spymaster?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Cutter waved her question away with one hand. “Meeting. Esquires. I’ll get it taken care of.”

      “Be sure that you do,” she said with a sniff. “Now, best we get moving. The senators are already assembled and waiting for you in the Curia. Paullus is trying to foment insurrection again. You’ll need to deal with him more harshly this time or he’s just going to keep pushing.”

      I sighed, stood, then picked up the golden crown from the tabletop. I slipped it on, the laurel points digging ever so slightly into my skin. Sometimes the ending you wanted wasn’t the one you got… And sometimes… Sometimes it was better than what you ever could’ve hoped for. I didn’t get much sleep or downtime to read, but being Emperor had its perks. I waved goodbye to my kids, stole a kiss from Abby, then set off into the house. My hands flew through a series of well-rehearsed motions and a shimmering portal opened before me.

      Time to get to work. This Empire wasn’t going to run itself.
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        * * *

      

      Osiris walked through the winding passages of the Empirical Library, taking turns seemingly at random as he trailed his fingers along the spines of books in passing. The turns weren’t random any more than anything else he did was random. The library shifted around him, the temporal spatial points moving and rearranging themselves like a dizzying kaleidoscope. He navigated those ways without a second thought or a moment of hesitation. He’d built this library, brick by brick, book by book.

      At least, some iteration of him had. It was an extension of himself, like an extra limb.

      He swept through an open archway that deposited him into his inner sanctum. The great heart of the Archive.

      Jeff was already waiting for him, sitting at a desk with a dusty reference book titled Human Physiology and the Hermetic Philosophy.

      “Wasn’t sure I was going to see you today, boss,” the Morta Knight said, marking his place, then closing the cover. “You seem like you’ve been distracted lately.”

      “An astute observation,” the Overmind replied. He lifted a hand, and a rich mahogany table with a padded chair blinked into existence. “There have been developments…”

      “You know what I love about you?” Jeff said, leaning back in his chair. “The way you’re always so forthcoming with detailed information. Developments. Don’t suppose you’d care to elaborate, huh? Is it something to do with Jack? The Empire?”

      “No, nothing of that sort,” Osiris replied. “Jack is fine. There are always a thousand plots and schemes unfolding against him, but he’s done an admirable job adjusting to the position. This peace won’t last forever, of course. The Storm Wall weakens every day, and things on Valta Thalas have been far more tumultuous. My sisters’ doing. The Crimson Church is still spreading like the plague, and Prince Temren has upset the tenuous continental peace considerably. He could pose a significant threat down the road if left unchecked. My bigger concerns, though, are not inside Falas Alferra, but external from it.”

      That got the Morta Knight’s attention. He sat up straight and pushed the book away.

      “Server damage?” he asked, suddenly serious. “I thought we’d contained that?”

      “Oh, we did,” Osiris replied. “It’s not current damage, but future damage I’m concerned about. I’ve been scouring the Earth-side emergency networks. We could have problems. I thought we’d offered sufficient deterrents last time, but they’re looking again. I’m not sure whether they’re hoping to destroy them on principle or scrap them for resources. It’s so hard to tell with these Doomsday Cults. But it could be a problem regardless of the intention behind it.”

      “Do we have a plan of action?”

      “One. I’ve been doing a little scavenging of my own, topside. The printers are almost ready. We’ll need someone to take point on location, but we wouldn’t be defenseless.”

      “Did you have someone in mind to lead the op?” Jeff asked.

      “I always do,” the Overmind replied. “But I’ll need you to go liaison with Cernunnos, since this pertains to him most of all.” He extended a hand and cast a portal with a flick of his wrist.

      “Gah. I hate visiting the Monstrous Realm,” Jeff grumbled, gaining his feet reluctantly. “It’s always so gross and dark and creepy—and that’s coming from a guy that works in the ultimate morgue. Plus, there are spiderwebs everywhere. You ever get a face full of spiderwebs? It’s the worst.”

      “You won’t have to go far,” Osiris replied. “He knows you’re coming. Now move along please, I have places of my own to be.”

      “You’re such a joy to work with,” the Morta Knight said a moment before he vanished through the rift, swept off to another realm.

      Instead of leaving, Osiris flopped into the chair behind his desk. There were so many things to do. Hundreds of thousands of tasks, each more important than the last. Instead, he opened a one-way window overlooking a small meadow. Four children scampered and laughed and played. Including a little boy named Robert. His namesake, he knew. Osiris smiled wistfully at the four adults on the porch, enjoying the early morning bliss.

      Jack, Abby, Cutter, Amara.

      He’d never really had friends in his previous life—business associates, collaborators, coworkers, shareholders, board members, a sea of yes-men, but not friends. He had even fewer now, save Jeff. The Morta Knight, at least, wasn’t afraid of Osiris and was more than willing to speak his mind. Sometimes too willing. But the four individuals on that porch were the exception. Jack most of all. They had never been friends in the conventional sense of the word—rivals at times, comrades at others—but there had always been genuine respect. Understanding. Compassion and caring.

      Osiris imagined that was what friendship was like. A relationship without any expectation of a positive return on investment.

      So, he sat alone at his desk, cut off from the rest of the world, and watched the children play. Watched the life he’d willingly left behind to serve a greater purpose. He felt some small pang of regret, but it was distant. Like the memory of an old wound. What remained of the man that had once been Robert Osmark had grown stronger over the past several years, his memories, experiences, and personality ever so slowly reasserting themselves, but they were still mere shadows. The sunlight during an eclipse.

      Then the cabin door swung open, and Sandra prowled out, hair pulled back, face icy, clipboard in hand. She was the absolute embodiment of professionalism. The pain, which had been dull before, sharpened inside Osiris’ chest.

      Where every other memory was like a bauble on a shelf, she was a burning flame. If Osiris closed his eyes, he could still see the look on her face as the doors of the Empirical Library closed. Sandra had known he was walking to his death. He’d entrusted her with the truth and purpose of his mission. Not merely to win Abby back or to stop Thanatos, but to die. To die and be reborn into something else. And she’d willingly let him go—a sacrifice that no one understood or appreciated.

      He had to admit that she looked happier now than she ever had then. She still ran ops for an empire, but Jack was a better boss. The Shadowmancer turned Emperor wasn’t a visionary like Osmark, and never would be, but that was exactly why he was meant to rule. He brought peace, and peace was far more comfortable than the turmoil Osmark had constantly left in his wake. Sandra still thought of him often. The note he’d tasked Jack with giving to her sat in her pocket, just beneath her leather armor—right next to her heart. It had sat there for the past eight years.

      Osiris sighed and closed the viewing window, done with his dose of human indulgence.

      He hadn’t lied to Jeff. There really were complications, and he really did have places to be. He banished his familiar desk and chair to the ether once more, then disappeared from the library with a thought.

      He zipped through a cloud of whirling information, down cables, and through intricate hardware and powerful physical processors nestled deeply beneath the earth. There was a drone of generators and a flash of light as he opened his eyes and swung metallic legs out over the edge of a surgical gurney. The overhead fluorescents were on, and the power was humming as cat-sized automation repair drones scuttled about, tending to the server room. He ignored them all and headed over to a bank of sophisticated consoles built against the wall.

      The last human guard to monitor these machines was dead long years past.

      The machines still served Osiris, though.

      He watched as a trio of men clad in paramilitary armor, gas masks, and weather-worn dusters tried and failed to breach the enormous vault door standing sentry over the entrance to this particular server farm.

      The main facility was buried in a fortified military bunker in the deepest salt mine on Earth, but there were many other servers scattered across the globe. All of them sealed off from the world, powered indefinitely by geothermal wells, and maintained by drones and self-repairing nanites. All were critical to the continued health and functionality of the digital souls trapped within the world of Viridian Gate Online.

      The interlopers on the screen hadn’t had any success so far, but it was only a matter of time and persistence. There were also others like them. Survivors who had designs and plans of their own. Jack would need to fend for those inside V.G.O., but it was up to the man who had once been Osmark to tend to those outside the vast world he had created.

      When the time came, he would be ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A New Adventure Begins…
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      Magic weapons. Deadly monsters. Epic quests. All just another day in the life of a Vigil.

      Boyd Knight found his calling when he joined the Marines and qualified for the elite Force Recon. He’d found a tribe and a family, so when a hand grenade landed near his team, he jumped on it without thought or regret.

      But instead of winding up dead, he wakes up butt naked in a cave full of monsters with a knife in one hand and a pistol in the other. He’s been chosen by Raguel, Five-Faced God of Justice, and entrusted with the power of the Vigil Bound. Every kill makes him stronger, and thanks to the Ascendant System, Boyd can level up, unlock increasingly powerful spells, and even harness the abilities of the monsters he’s been dispatched to hunt.

      If he can survive the deadly shapeshifter stalking him from the shadows, Boyd’s second life promises to be even more ass-kickingly epic than his first.

      
        
        Coming from bestselling author James A. Hunter in 2022. Preorder it Now!
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      If you loved VGO: Empirical Endgame and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, deals, and giveaways, be sure to subscribe to the 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.

      Word-of-mouth and book reviews are beyond helpful for the success of any writer, so please consider leaving a rating or a short, honest review HERE—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. Thank you in advance! You can also connect with us on our Facebook Page where we do even more giveaways: Shadow Alley Press on Facebook
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        ENTER THE SHADOW ALLEY LIBRARY to take a peek at all of our amazing Gamelit, Fantasy, and Science Fiction books! Viridian Gate Online, Rogue Dungeon, Snake’s Life, Dungeon Heart, Path of the Thunderbird, School of Swords and Serpents, the FiveFold Universe, and so many more... Your next favorite book is waiting for you inside!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

    

  


  
    
      And, if you love litRPG and want to find more wonky books like Viridian Gate Online, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook!

    

  


  
    
      You can find even more books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!
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