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The End is Coming ...

AN EXTINCTION-LEVEL asteroid is cannonballing toward Earth. In humanity’s final hours, a lucky few earn a one-way ticket to the brand-new, ultra-immersive, fantasy-based VRMMORPG, Viridian Gate Online. Making that leap of faith might mean survival, but it comes with a steep price tag: “Travelers” will forever be stranded as digital avatars inside a fantastical world filled with vicious monsters, all-powerful AIs, and cutthroat players. Let the games begin ...

Six amazing authors. Six incredible new tales. All set in the best-selling Viridian Gate Online Universe. Side Quests is an anthology for fans, by the fans!

Included in Side Quests:

“A Gentleman’s Work” by James A. Hunter

When an Imperial Inquisitor captures a Thieves Guild Operative, Cutter must undertake a deadly rescue mission while using every grift in the book to stay one step ahead of a Headsman’s Blade. And the prize for this extraordinary quest? Nothing short of the keys to the Rowanheath Thieves Guild. Deception, subterfuge, and heavy drinking—all in a day’s work for a Gentleman ...

“The Funeral Parlor” by Raymond Johnson

A young spiderling is stranded in an alien land, surrounded by hostile creatures. Forced to fight for her life in a bid to find her way home, she must transform into the predator she is destined to become or die alone and forgotten, trapped in a dark world know as the Shadowverse.

“The Raiding of Rowanheath” by J.D. Astra

The Crimson Alliance has breached the walls of Rowanheath, inciting Aleixo Carrera’s rage. Now Abby and her rag-tag invasion crew must reach the keep’s Command Center before the defending troops mobilize and shut down the takeover, else they’ll lose the battle and the war for Eldgard’s freedom.

“The Ballad of Jaro Edgewalker” by N.H. Paxton

Jaro is an assassin, and he’s good at it. But when he finds a foe that is insurmountable by normal means and uncovers a plot to destroy everything he loves, Jaro has to balance his morality with his love for his friends and make an incredibly difficult decision.

“Buried Alive” by Nicholas Reid

Carlos Vega thinks he’s escaping certain death by entering the virtual world of V.G.O., but instead he’s swallowed alive by the deadly Barren Sands. He’ll have to overcome the riddles and horrors of a long-forgotten temple in order to escape, but can he do it before the evil sealed there centuries ago finds him?

“A Final Kindness” by D.J. Bodden

Alan Campbell was a talker, not a fighter, until someone murdered his girl. He’d almost given up on finding the killers; now he’s got a fresh lead, a trio of mercenaries who outclass him in every way but his wits. He’ll cheat, bluff, and steal to get his revenge, and as one of V.G.O.’s immortal travelers, he’s willing to die trying.

Want to keep up with the Viridian Gate Online Universe? Visit www.ShadowAlleyPress.com
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH the Viridian Gate Online Universe? Visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
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By James A. Hunter

One: Broken Dagger

I SLIPPED AROUND A tight corner, the night quiet except for the pitter-patter of a light rainfall and the distant howl of a guard dog, offering warning. 

I sighed, then pulled my hood up just a little bit, ensuring the rain stayed bloody well out of my eyes as I headed into an alleyway, cast in perpetual gloom no matter the time of day. A rough looking place, that alleyway. Not the kinda place a bright bloke would venture—not at noonday and certainly not in the arsecrack of night. Everything about it screamed a warning: bad angles, narrow passage, an untold number of inky pockets of shadow, all perfect for an enterprising thief to hide away in. Some miscreant like yours truly, just waiting patiently for some dumb mark to wander by unawares. 

Me though? I’m no dumb mark, and these dark alleys were more familiar to me than my Officer Suite over at Darkshard. 

I glanced back over one shoulder, eyeing my new under-lieutenant Jake “Blackblade” Goodrich. He was a wiry little shite with a mop of brown hair and a razor-thin scar running down one cheek. He was a Traveler, but I didn’t hold that against him, especially since he was bloody good with a blade and damned quick on his feet. 

“Head on a swivel, eh?” I said, quirking an eyebrow at him. “I might have Georgie’s Blade, but it’s been a time since I’ve poked around here. Hard to say how the reception will be now that we’re bedfellows with the gods-be-damned Imperials.”

Jake offered me a lopsided grin and pulled free a gleaming black dagger, giving it a fanciful spin—a flourish I’d taught him personally. Even most good thieves couldn’t pull off the trick; hands weren’t fast enough for it. Georgie had taught me the trick as a boy. Hells, it was part of the reason he’d brought me on in the first place. Because hands like mine, well, they don’t come along every day. 

“I gotcher back, boss,” Jake said, his voice rough—a bit gravelly—and marked with a strange accent. Grim Jack called it a Minnesota accent. 

Jake was a drunk, a gambler, and a joker. All fine traits, so long as he was loyal, too. And so far, I hadn’t found a man better in a pinch, except for Jack, of course. Well, him and Amara, but Amara wasn’t a man. 

“You just tell me who needs stabbing and I’ll stab ’em,” Jake continued. “Boom, pow, straight to da moon. I’m also good with kneecaps, dontcha know, so if you need me to pull a Tonya Harding, I’m all about it.” His grin widened.

I rolled my eyes and rubbed at the bridge of my nose. Tonya Harding? Gods, but sometimes these Travelers are a right goofy bunch of bastards.  

“Just remember to stab the enemy with the pointy end, eh?” I said, then turned back to the alley. 

I padded deeper in, making for an unmarked and unassuming three-story building of dirty white plaster with a glossy black door. The Broken Dagger. Tavern. Inn. And the hidden lair of the Rowanheath Thieves Guild, though honest to bloody hell, guild was the wrong word. More of a union really. Just sort of a loose coalition of likeminded people. Business people—ones with a flexible view of the law.

I straightened my back, took one deep breath to calm my jittery nerves—I’m the best bloody Thief in all of Eldgard, I reminded myself—and pushed my way in, a wide shite-eating grin plastered across my face. The first rule of a good con man lay in the word itself: con was short for confidence. That was the most essential asset any thief needed. More than stealth. More than quick hands. More than a wicked-sharp blade. Confidence opened doors no lockpick ever could and acted as a better disguise than even the finest illusion. That was a thing Jack still had to learn. He was a gifted leader—it came natural to him, like a fish to water—but hells did he have confidence issues. 

I motioned for Jake to follow as music washed over me intermixed with the shouts of gruff men and the baying of raucous laughter. A reputable sort of man might find the Broken Dagger to be a questionable sort of establishment. There wasn’t a reputable man for a mile, though.

The interior was murky, thanks to the absence of windows, and illuminated mostly by a roaring fire at the far right-hand side of the room. Blue-gray smoke drifted lazily around in great billowing clouds, and the smell of sweat, dirt, tobacco, and sour mead clung to everything like a gauzy veil. The men and women who packed out the rough-hewn tables were tough, dirty-faced folk—though these days there were a fair-few number of Alliance guards enjoying a drink or a bite as well. The Thieves Union had done right by the Crimson Alliance, and the Alliance had paid out in kind. 

Never had it been so easy to be a thief in Rowanheath. 

Nor so profitable.

I took another deep breath, savoring the spicy smoke that filled my nostrils. My grin widened. Gods below, but it felt good to be home. 

Yunnam wasn’t such a bad place—especially since Amara was there, and there was no one who provided more of a challenge or a reward than her—but nothing beat the Broken Dagger. This place ... The rattle of dice. The clink of coins changing hands. The sloshing of endless flagons of mead as servers whisked through the crowds, carting away empties and bringing full glasses. There was nothing like it. I glanced at a dour-faced Hvitalfar gent playing a hammered dulcimer on the stage while a woman I didn’t recognize sang and swayed beside him. She was a fair-skinned Wode with platinum blonde hair and a gossamer shift that was finer than bloody spider silk.

She saw me eyeballing her and shot me a wink, thrusting her hip toward me. I snorted and turned away, entirely uninterested. Once upon a time, a wink like that might’ve reeled me in like a fat catfish, but these days I had Amara. And Amara would’ve eaten that siren alive then picked her teeth with the woman’s bones when she was done. Still, it was damned good to be here. Amara had pushed me to come back, and suddenly I was glad I’d let her. I hadn’t been back much since killing Georgie—no, not Georgie, I reminded myself, but his Dark doppelganger—but this felt right.

I belonged here.

I caught Jake’s eye—the stupid sod was damned near enraptured by the scantily clad woman—and nodded toward the long wooden bar, presided over by an innkeeper with a balding dome and a prodigious gut. Stannis Lawson. The man wasn’t officially a part of the Union, but he’d served as the legitimate front man of the Broken Dagger for as long as I could remember. When Georgie had pulled my sorry, scrawny arse out of the gutters and into this fine establishment, Stannis had been standing behind the bar then just as he was now. Though he’d had a full head of hair then and three or four stones' less weight hanging off his belly. 

Stannis’ eyes flared as I slipped up, and a sheen of nervous sweat broke out across his shiny forehead.

I nodded at him, but then turned my eyes on the leather-clad thief sitting precariously on a wobbly stool, directly in front of a mahogany door which led to the back. A pang of guilt blasted through me like a bolt fired from a bloody crossbow. In bygone days, Neriah had manned that post. We’d been close. Came up through the ranks together—though, admittedly, the bastard had once stabbed me in the kidney as a practical joke. But he was gone now. Dead during a raid on the Imperial Legion camp, just before the battle of Ravenkirk. Such was the existence of Citizens though. Life was a fleeting thing. 

I shook my head, clearing away the memory, and headed over to the new lookout. Big and beefy, Neriah’s exact bloody opposite, with sandy hair and purple bags loitering beneath muddy brown eyes. Bloke had frown lines etched into the corners of his mouth and looked like a right bloody shitehead. Still, charm and confidence could win over even the most disgruntled wankers. And if it didn’t, there was always gold. Loot was the one language all thieves spoke fluently. 

“Help you?” He grunted at me, lips pulling back in distaste as he crossed thick arms across a barrel-chest. 

I offered him a dazzling grin. “Obviously you can. Let me through, friend.” I waved at the door. 

He grunted noncommittally and squinted, studying my face. “Nope. Don’t recognize you. And you ain’t no friend of mine. Beat it.”

Annoying. I turned the grin up to full blast, though I knew my eyes shone with a hint of imminent violence. “Surely you’re joking, eh? You actually expect me to believe that you don’t recognize the face of the best thief in all of bloody Eldgard? And the most handsome to boot?”

The thug in the leathers gave me one more long, appraising look, then shrugged, bent over, and spat onto the dirty floorboards. “Not a joke, bud. And unless you get a real thief to vouch for you, you ain’t going back there.” He hooked a thumb over one shoulder toward the door. 

My smile transformed into a cold, feral thing as I struck like lightning. 

My hand flew forward, conjuring a single, smoky dagger from thin air—Night Blade. The inky blade zipped through the air, sank into his raised hand, parting flesh with ease, and pinned his oversized mitt to the door like a trophy mounted to the wall. He let out a cry of shock as a fraction of his HP bar dropped and a gout of blood trailed down his forearm. He scrambled for a shoddy dagger at his belt, but I was inside his measure in a heartbeat, Georgie’s golden rapier springing to my hand. I slipped the deadly tip up under his jaw and he froze. 

He may not have known me, but every Thief in the Union knew a Gentleman’s blade. I watched as the rusted cogs seemed to clank to life in his mostly empty skull, and a fearful recognition dawned in his eyes. “Holy crap. You’re ...you’re him.” He faltered, eyes wide with wonder. “You’re Cutter. Right hand of the Jade Lord himself.” 

I shot him a wink and snapped my fingers; the shadowy dagger imbedded in his flesh dissipated as I withdrew the rapier. A bright bead of crimson clung to the underside of his chin. “Be a good chap and let me through, eh?” 

The thug knocked over his stool in his madcap rush to get out of my way, pushing the door open and waving his still bloody hand toward the opening. 

“Good man,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder as though we were old friends. Then, to show there were no hard feelings, I fished a golden crown from a pouch at my belt and flicked it to the man. Always tip the help. Always. “Let’s be about our business, eh Jake?”

Two: The Gentleman’s Gentleman

The mahogany door let us into a narrow unadorned hallway which positively burned with light. Not a pocket of shadow anywhere to be seen. This was the only way into the Union house proper, and no thief would sneak in. Could sneak in. Not even me. We headed down a set of winding stairs which let out in a basement. And not some dank root cellar, either. 

Oh no, the Union house in Rowanheath was one of the finest thieving facilities in all of Eldgard. We stepped out into a sprawling complex featuring a sparring area, complete with straw practice dummies, and a full archery range. And that was only the tip of the blade. Off to the left was an entire room filled with doors and chests, devoted entirely to the subtle art of the lockpick. 

A handful of hooded men and women—all likely low-level recruits looking to prove their mettle—were tinkering endlessly with the locks, lost in concentration.  

A few more initiates loitered at a handful of round tables, sipping mead and eating stew as they wagged chins and enjoyed the evening. That friendly chatter died the second I strolled into the room; it was like I’d cut their words off with the edge of my blade. Old hands. Some of ’em I recognized—Dion Scars, there in the hood, Kimber the Smile in the tight-laced corset—many I didn’t. It’d been a while, and a lot had happened since my days of skulking around these back rooms. I shot them all a nod and a grin then continued on my way, hooking left and heading down a narrow passageway that connected to a set of corkscrew stairs, drilling down.

Down, down, down, all the way to the Gentleman’s Private suite. At the bottom of the stairs was yet another door, this one crafted from reinforced iron with warded locks—no getting around those. Not without a gods-be-damned Runic-Breaker, and those were about as common as an Ancient Dragon. I could count those blokes on one hand, and most of them worked for merc companies like the Cold Skulls, where their talents commanded a hefty premium. Thankfully, I had the key. I pulled out the rapier once more, giving it a couple quick flicks with my wrist, then pressed the guard to an etched stone pad with a glimmering red rune set into the frame. 

The door clicked and swung inward, the hinges screeching like a swamp banshee—yet another precaution against potential assassins. No matter how high someone’s Stealth was, that door would give them away every time, assuming they did somehow manage to breach it. I nudged the door open with the toe of my boot, not entirely certain what I would find inside. I sure as bloody shite wasn’t expecting the suave-looking bastard sitting in Georgie’s chair. My forehead furrowed as I studied him:

Roguishly good looking—not as good looking as me, obviously—and older. A swath of black hair with a splash of gray at the temples, and the shadow of a beard clinging to his face. He wore a velvet smoking jacket, which reeked of a high-class socialite, and tight-fitting trousers capped by knee-high leather boots polished to a dull glow. He looked like one of those pompous, jackarse nobles who trounced around New Viridia. Rich Travelers who played at being lords while they shopped and partied, ignoring the fact that there was a bloody war for survival going on. 

The very type of people I loved to rob. At least back in the days when I was breaking and entering. Running with Jack and company had seriously undercut my thievery. 

The man puffed contentedly at a bulbous hawkbill pipe as he read over a sheaf of parchments covered in flowing scrawl. His hands, I noticed, were littered with tiny white scars. A myriad of ’em, which he’d probably earned through years and years of bladework. Interesting. Certainly not the hands of a noble. He didn’t immediately acknowledge my presence, so after a few seconds I cleared my throat. 

Finally, with exaggerated slowness, he set the papers down on an end table next to him, crossed his legs, and glanced up. His eyes were blue, like chips of cold diamond, and a steady stream of blue smoke drifted up as he regarded me. 

“Cutter,” he said, his voice as velvety as the coat he wore. “Dismiss your man, there”—he waved toward Jake—“then get us a drink, won’t you.” Not a question.

A brief pang of worry flared through me. This guy, for all his soft appearance, set me on edge. He was dangerous, of that there was no doubt. But I was damned dangerous too, not to mention, death wasn’t the barrier for me it had once been. I was a Traveler now. Well, like a Traveler anyway, but better. All of the perks, but with the impeccable taste and know-how of a Local. I nodded to Jake, get outta here, it’s fine. He retreated without hesitation and closed the door behind him. “I’m not getting a drink, though,” I said as the door clicked shut. “Since you know my name, I assume you know that I’m the best thief in Eldgard, not a bloody serving maid. Get your owned dammed drink.” 

The man chuckled and uncrossed his legs. “Fiery. I like that about you. Georgie always said you were almost more trouble than you were worth. But only almost.” 

I pulled out a jet-black dagger and began to clean my nails, playing it cool, always cool. “I’m tired of chitchatting, friend,” I said after a beat. “It’s been a long bloody day, and you’re sitting in my chair.”  

The man offered me a lopsided grin but made no move to go. “Perhaps this is your chair,” he said, “but that remains to be seen.” He paused, stealing another long puff of the pipe, then exhaling a great cloud of fragrant smoke. “First you have to prove your worth, Cutter. Or should I call you Francis?”  

I froze, my confidence evaporating in a heartbeat. Francis. I hadn’t heard that name in years. My mother had called me that—after my father. But Georgie, who been a real father to me, had given me a better name after he saw how deft I was at cutting the purse strings on passing Quaestors, out collecting the emperor’s tax. “That isn’t my name, mate. It’s Cutter.” 

The man cocked an eyebrow and thumbed his nose conspiratorially. “But it was, once. It was Georgie that gave you a proper name—a thief’s name—after he picked you up off the streets. After you were cast away from your noble family. The bastard child of a Viridian lord.”

I gritted my teeth, a snarl forming on my lips. I vanished my blade up my sleeve with a flick of my wrist and a twirl of my fingers. In the same, swift movement I drew Georgie’s rapier, the golden metal glimmering in the firelight. “That’s enough. Now, who in the nine Hells are you and what do you want?” 

The man lifted his hands, weaponless. “What I want is the same thing as you, I think. The same thing Georgie wanted, I’ll wager. I want you to ascend. I want to see you added to the ranks of the esteemed Gentlemen, just as you were always meant to be.” He lowered his hands, then shrugged. “But, these things, well they are never easy, nor are they a handout. Which is something you ought to know. In the Union, and especially among the Gentlemen, themselves, there is no charity. You are only as good as what you bring to the table.”

“I bring this bloody damned sword to the table,” I barked, slamming the rapier down. “Taken off the body of my friend and mentor, who was killed by my own bloody hand.” 

“Yes,” the man replied politely with a bob of his head. “And that? That earns you a chance. Which is where I come in. My name is Gavin Marston, perhaps you’ve heard of me.” He let the name linger in the air. 

Oh bollocks. Gavin bloody Marston. Of course I’d heard of him. Hands down, I was the best thief in all of Eldgard, but if there were ever anyone to rival me, it was Gavin Marston. Every city in Eldgard had a local Thieves Union chapter and a Smugglers Guild, each run by an Esquire. But the big cities—Ankara, Rowanheath, Harrowick, Wyrdtide, Alaunhylles, Glome Corrie, Stone Reach, and New Viridia—where all the action happened? Those were each run by a Gentleman. Eight in total. 

Gavin Marston was neither an Esquire nor a Gentleman, he was something more. The Gentleman’s Gentleman. A free agent, respected by all the ruling Gentlemen and Esquires alike, entrusted with settling disputes and ensuring parity, as much as was possible with thieves, among the Unions and Guilds.  

“With Georgie gone,” Gavin continued, “I’ve been holding down the fort here—one of my many duties—while we wait on his replacement to step up. While we’ve been waiting on you, to be frank, since no one else seems to want the job.” He pursed his lips into a tight line as he looked at me, then raised his pipe once more. “You’ve inspired loyalty in the members of this faction, my boy. Your friendship with the Jade Lord has been a boon for the thieves of dear Rowanheath. And more than that, crossing you means crossing the Alliance. A thing no one wants. Especially not if the rumors are true.” 

“Rumors?” I replied, letting nothing show on my face.

“Why, that you’ve done the impossible. That you have become as a Traveler.” His words were equal parts question and statement. 

I didn’t say a bloody word. I could let him stew. 

Gavin waved his own question away. “At any rate, there is much in your favor. I believe you could do a damned fine job running this Chapter House—perhaps even lead us into a golden age. Honestly, I’m rooting for you, but as I said, this is no charity. You want this job, this chair, you must prove you are a thief who is worthy of the title. And not a simple cutthroat, nor a pickpocket. A Gentleman must be all things, regardless of their base class.” 

One scarred hand slipped into his smoker’s jacket, fishing out a cream-colored envelope from a pocket. “To that end, I have a mission for you. A quest, if you will. One that will greatly aid our cause.” He paused, one slender finger tapping at the edge of the envelope. “But this is a quest that is nearly impossible. One that will test your mettle. Succeed and you shall be a Gentleman indeed. One of the eight. Fail and you relinquish the right to that sword and any sway over the Rowanheath Guild. Do you accept?” 

He extended the letter.

I faltered for only a moment. A quest? A heist? But an impossible one? The stakes for failure were high, but at the same time, how could I possibly walk away from a challenge like that? Yes, I was lazy. Yes, I hated work. But I loved thieving, and a job like that could offer a once-in-a-lifetime challenge. A chance to prove my excellence as a con man, grifter, and footpad of the first order. I moved like a wraith and plucked the envelope from his hand. Immediately, a quest box appeared before me.

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Escape Artist

One of the Union’s top Saboteurs and Spies, Ito Haruchika, has been apprehended by none other than the Hero of Harrowick, Sir Brandon Berrick, Seneschal of the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall! Ito is a Traveler and has been imprisoned in a Dead Bind Room; you must find a way to break him out before Sir Berrick can break Ito—revealing untold Union secrets. Ito won’t last much longer, since Berrick is a particularly skilled Inquisitor. Thankfully, an upcoming ball at the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall presents a perfect opportunity to strike before Ito is lost! Infiltrate the fortress, rescue Ito, and escape, all without revealing your identity or ties to the Crimson Alliance! Additionally, Sir Berrick has been a thorn in the side of the Union for years, so if you can eliminate him, you’ll earn an additional bounty.

Quest Class: Unique, Class-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Infiltrate the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall, rescue Ito, and escape with the operative without revealing your identity or ties to the Crimson Alliance.  

Optional: Eliminate Sir Berrick for an additional reward.

Failure: Fail to infiltrate the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall; fail to rescue Ito (Ito must survive!); reveal your identity or your ties to the Crimson Alliance. 

Reward: Sub-specialty Class Change: Gentleman of Rowanheath; 15,000 EXP; Gentleman’s Finery Set. 

Optional Quest Reward: 500 Gold; 1,000 Fame; (1) Additional Proficiency Point! 

Accept: Yes/No?

<<<>>>

I read over the details, then dismissed the quest with a flick of my hand as I accepted. The heist left me grinning ear to ear, but the optional mission left my stomach sour. “Sir Brandon Berrick,” I said after a moment. “I’ve heard of him. He’s the bloody Hero of Harrowick. Saved the whole gods be damned town from the Vogthar invasion. The whole bloody place would be under Carrera’s thumb if not for him. They’ve got a statue of the bastard erected in the town square. Bloke’s practically a saint, and word on the street is it isn’t an act. He’s a genuine good guy. Cares about the poor. Feeds wayward kittens. Everything. And that’s the fella you want me to kill, eh?” I slid a thumb across my throat. 

“Yes, Sir Berrick is a good man. But a rigid one. Inflexible. He’s kind, but as implacable as a force of nature. He doesn’t see the service we provide, and he won’t stop until he grinds us into dust. And if he manages to break Ito, he will have all the information he needs to succeed. Ito knows everything, including the identities of every Union operative and all the Gentlemen. Berrick will be the death of us, I should think. But ultimately, whether he lives or dies is your choice. A show of how forceful a leader you plan to be.” Gavin fell quiet, but what he didn’t say spoke volumes. “Good luck,” he finally offered, then gestured toward the door with one hand, a clear sign of dismissal.

“I don’t need luck,” I replied, turning on my heel. “Luck is for amateurs and heroes. Me? I’m a thief.” I slammed the door shut behind me. 

Jake was leaning against the wall, one foot propped up, arms crossed. “Everything okay in der, boss?” he asked. 

“Better than ever,” I shot back, burying the glimmer of worry I felt over Berrick. “But we need to move. We have a heist to pull. A big one. We’ll need a team.” I thumped the letter against my opposite palm, then slipped it into my pocket. “I’ll need you to get me Vlad, Forge, and Amara. I don’t care what they’re about—your job is to get their arses here, and to get them here fast, but make sure Jack and Abby are none the wiser. 

“Best for them not to get their hands dirty with this job. Some degree of plausible deniability, considering the Empire is involved. And tell them to bring dress attire.” I pulled a blade from the sheath at my side and gave it a twirl—a nervous tic to keep my hands busy. “We’re going to a ball. One right inside of Harrowick. In the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall, no less...”

Three: Informant

I padded through the gloomy dark, cloaked in a swath of shadow, making my way down a wide boulevard of paved stone called Porter’s Road. This stretch of road was the main thoroughfare for coaches, carts, and caravans trundling through Rowanheath, and was also home to a good chunk of the city’s mid-end businesses—places where a bloke with a few coins to rub together could acquire just about anything they needed. There were tailors, weavers, apothecaries, grocers, fletchers, bakers, and blacksmiths. Each shop was marked by a blocky wooden sign decorated with hand-painted pictures displaying the wares within. 

At this ungodly hour, though, the shops were buttoned up nice and tight, the majority of the windows darkened to the world, the street hawkers retired to their beds. It was an excellent time for a thief to be about his business, all those shops just ripe for the plucking. Sadly, my business was elsewhere—an even poorer section of the city than where the Broken Dagger resided. The Burrow Downs. A little pocket of squalor, where folk went to die. I hooked a right, leaving behind gleaming storefronts and clean cobblestone walks.

I stuck to the back alleys, wiggling through the narrow gaps between buildings, until I found myself on dirty streets lined with garbage and grime of all varieties, plus a host of snoring bodies curled up beneath thick blankets, which protected against the chill of the evening air. It was late autumnus—what Jack and company called fall—so the heavy snows hadn’t come to the city yet, but sleeping uncovered was a good way to get slapped with a Frostbite debuff. A nasty bit of business that would slowly eat through HP as surely as a dose of potent poison. 

Many a Local died that way. Simply gone to sleep, never to wake up.

I headed out onto a dusty street filled with shoddy, lopsided homes, the plaster walls dirt-caked and covered with graffiti, the roofs thatched instead of wooden slats or ceramic tile like in the good quarters of the city. The building I wanted was dead ahead. An inconspicuous two-story place with a flat roof and a heavy iron door. The shop itself looked like an absolute shitehole, but that door was serious business. No thief was liable to get through there, and it would take an entire cohort of city guards to break that slab of metal down. This place had a sign above the door—no words, just a crude painting of a bent spoon. 

I snarled, hands balling into fists. A bloody-damn Affka Den.

Technically, Affka didn’t fall under the Thieves Union jurisdiction. Thieves stole, they pickpocketed, they robbed, they fenced pilfered goods, and occasionally they performed Thug work. Even assassinations on occasion, though that last crossed dangerously close to Sicarii turf. In Eldgard, everyone had their own piece of the pie, and Affka distribution was Smugglers Union all the way. Ruined a lot of lives though, Affka. Nasty. Ate a man up from the inside. Ruined his mind. Not like booze. Me? I never touched the bloody stuff.

The man I needed slipped out from the long shadow of the Bent Spoon. 

He was a Dawn Elf, tall and willowy. But he was clearly an Affka addict—his eyes too deep set, his skin paper thin, his body gaunt, almost skeletal. Had the look of a mumblecrust, that one, though I knew he lived in the Affka Den.

None of that was my affair, though. The man could do what he bloody pleased, so long as he was also good at his job. And Soro? He was the best at his job. An informant with the Ministry of Whispers. The Union had their own eyes and ears scattered around Eldgard, of course, but those blokes couldn’t hold a candle to the Ministry of Whispers. That lot had a network of informants second to none, and Soro was easily the best in Rowanheath. Maybe the best on the continent, though he was also an armpit stain on humanity in general.

“Cutter,” he said as I approached, his voice slick and greasy like his lank hair. “It’s been a while since I last saw you. You’ve been busy with the new Jade Lord, I hear.” He grinned and rubbed at one pointed ear. “If the rumors are true, you even have a new love in your life. Amara, daughter of a Storme Marsh chieftain.” He paused, canting his head to the side. “Busy indeed. And now you seek to take the reins of the Union here in the city. Quite impressive. You’re getting big, my friend. Very big.”

I’d only sauntered into the Broken Dagger less than two hours ago, and already Soro knew the purpose of my arrival. But then that was all a part of the game. The dance. A ploy to show just how good he was—how fast and reliable his sources were. It was also an opportunity to scare the ever-living shite out of lesser men. I know your secrets, and I can hurt you with but a whisper. 

I offered him a dazzling grin in return, letting his implied threat roll off me. “Indeed. But I haven’t gotten so big as to forget who my friends are.” I dipped a hand into my pocket and fished a fat golden coin from my belt, then added a second. I flipped both through the air with a flick of my thumb, and Soro snatched them up with dexterous hands and a greedy glint in his eye. That was two more days on his dirty pallet down in the filthy basement of the Bent Spoon. “Now, since you know so much, tell me why I came,” I said, equal parts question and statement.

Soro grinned, showing the gaps in his teeth. “You know that isn’t the way it works, Cutter. The asking is as important as the answer—such is our way. You know this, though.” He tapped his crooked nose at me.

I sighed and rolled my eyes, running one thumb over the hilt of the dagger tucked in my belt. For a group that mainly employed servants, addicts, and brothel workers, the Ministry of Whispers was surprisingly stringent on their rules and protocols. “Fine. There’s a party over in Harrowick, in the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall. I need a way in—preferably an invitation. Which means I need to find someone local who happens to be attending. And a bonus to you if you can find me someone that won’t be readily missed.”

“And is this an official Alliance action?” Soro asked, suddenly all business. “Perhaps a ploy by the Jade Lord to undercut the temporary truce with the emperor?”

“You know it isn’t,” I replied flatly. “Until the Vogthar situation is resolved, there will be no boat-rocking between the Alliance and the Imperials. Black Hood Work.” 

“Then what do you offer?” the man asked, extending a hand with too-long nails. 

I grunted, annoyed, and pulled out another five gold marks. Imperial currency. I plunked the coins down in his dirty outstretched hand but knew that wasn’t the only thing he wanted. Or rather required. The Ministry dealt in secrets, and although coin could offset the ledger, secrets had to be paid with secrets. Thankfully this was a game I could play well—even use to my favor. Working for Jack and the Alliance, I often dispersed little-known tidbits that would build Jack’s renown when circulated. And I had the perfect secret. One that would strike fear into the heart of Carrera and bolster morale with the Alliance troops. 

“Jack discovered a sacred relic in the Realm of Order that may have the power to kill Thanatos and stop the Vogthar. For good. Set everything to rights.” I extended a hand, pulled free my blade, and with an artful flourish traced a thin line across my palm. Crimson bloomed against my pale skin. “I swear this is true on blood and bone, and call upon Aediculus the Architect, Overseer of Cities and Compacts, as my witness.” A halo of cerulean light, brilliant against the inky night, swirled around me, burning away the blood from my palm and sealing the wound in a flash. 

Soro grinned even wider, the gears in his head grinding away—figuring out just how much a Whisper such as this might be worth to the right buyers. He idly tongued the gap in his teeth. “Very well,” he finally said after a time. “What you need can be found here in the city. A Citizen named Frostulf Korisson. He’s a merchant. Rich but relatively unknown, and he rarely attends such functions. It should be an easy thing to pass yourself off as him. He lives over in the Upper Garden District.” A popup appeared:

<<<>>>

Map Update

Congratulations! Your in-world map has been updated with a new location: Korisson Manor, Upper Garden District.

<<<>>>

Perfect. I slapped the man on the shoulder, then immediately regretted the decision since he felt as slick and grimy as the inside of an old boot after walking through a sewer. I wiped my hand on my pants—not giving a piss that Soro saw—and turned away, heading back toward the Broken Dagger. It was already late, well past midnight, and the party at the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall was tomorrow evening. I was tired, but there was still plenty to do: get clothing for the occasion and plan with the crew, not to mention temporarily incapacitate Frostulf and pilfer my invitation.  

The walk back to the Broken Dagger was uneventful, and this time the meathead standing watch at the door to the inner sanctum let me through without a hitch. The poor sod stammered a greeting at me and thrust a slip of parchment covered in elegant script into my hands. It was from none other than Gavin Marston. The note politely informed me that he’d had one of the resident rooms cleared out for my use and that he’d taken the liberty of giving me a little gift that might help with the mission. 

I stuffed the note into my pocket and meandered into the back, nodding at the spattering of thieves diligently working on their craft, which was a thing I could always respect. 

True, I was lazy, but only at most things. When it came to thieving, drinking, or gambling I was always aces. And likewise, I respected competence in others, even if their skill set was different than my own. Jack would make a terrible thief—far too moral, plus he insisted on using that ridiculous meat tenderizer of a hammer instead of a proper blade—but he was a damned fine Shadowmancer. And a good leader to boot. Vlad, Amara, and Forge were all different but excellent in their respective skill sets. Part of the reason I liked them. 

Though Forge I mostly liked because he drank like a fish and had a terrible poker face.

I pushed my way into my new room. 

Just a small rectangular space devoid of windows. Still, though the room itself wasn’t large, the furniture within was all top-notch. The best of the best for those resident thieves who rated living quarters within the Union Hall itself. The bed was narrow, but the frame fine, and the mattress was top-of-the-line goose down. The wardrobe was sleek and expensive, the club chair in the corner covered in supple leather, the circular table nearby polished to a dull glow. There was also a small washstand adorned with a gleaming porcelain basin edged in gold leaf. Next to it stood a full-length silvered mirror. 

Supremely classy.

Sitting on the table, meticulously laid out, were two items. The first was a large scroll, neatly rolled up. When I opened it, I found myself staring at a perfectly detailed set of blueprints for the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall in Harrowick. I had no idea how Gavin had come by these, but I was already mildly impressed. Designs like these were housed in the Grand Archive in Alaunhylles, presided over by the Archivists and the Grand Loremaster Petraeus, who was a bear of a woman even I wouldn’t want to tangle with. 

The blueprints would be invaluable in planning the break-in and the subsequent break-out.

The other item was a large bundle, carefully wrapped in brown wrapping paper and secured with a bit of twine. I activated Hidden Edge and cut the rough string with the tip of my invisible blade. The package was open in an eyeblink—there’s only one thing that motivates me more than mead, and that is free loot. The paper came away, revealing a full set of fine evening attire—exactly the kind of clothes Gavin had been wearing. In fact, the getup looked surprisingly like the outfits Georgie had sported on more than one occasion.  

A smart smoker’s jacket with a waistcoat, padded breeches, a pair of soft leather boots with matching gloves, and a short gentleman’s cape which would hang just over one shoulder and trail partway down the back. 

<<<>>>

Gentleman’s Fine Smoking Jacket

Armor Type: Light, padded

Class: Ancient Artifact; Set Item

Base Defense: 75

Primary Effects: 

	+10 Renown

	+10 to Reputation with all Friendly Factions

	+10% Resistance to Slashing, Blunt, and Piercing Damage

	Dexterity Bonus = .75 x Character Level


Secondary Effects:

	Part of the Gentleman’s Finery Set

	+5% Resistance against Backstab and Poison Damage per set piece worn

	All Skill Costs are reduced by 10% (2 pieces)

	+25% increased chance to avoid Movement Restricting Debuffs (3 pieces)

	+6 Luck (4 pieces)

	+1 to Honeyed Words; +1 to Combat Sense; +1 Rogue’s Intuition; +1 Uncanny Grace (5 pieces)

	Gentleman’s Finery ignores Class Skill Caps for augmented abilities!


Restriction: Usable only by a Thief ranked Esquire or Higher!

Being a deadly cutthroat or dastardly thief is simply no excuse for being underdressed. A Gentleman must always put his best foot forward no matter the circumstances ...

<<<>>>

Gentleman’s Fine Breeches

Armor Type: Light, padded

Class: Ancient Artifact; Set Item

Base Defense: 37 

Primary Effects: 

	+10 Renown

	+10 to Reputation with all Friendly Factions

	+15% Chance to avoid detection while in Stealth

	Vitality Bonus = .25 x Character Level


Secondary Effects:

	Part of the Gentleman’s Finery Set

	+5% Resistance against Backstab and Poison Damage per set piece worn

	All Skill Costs are reduced by 10% (2 pieces)

	+25% increased chance to avoid Movement Restricting Debuffs (3 pieces)

	+6 Luck (4 pieces)

	+1 to Honeyed Words; +1 to Combat Sense; +1 Rogue’s Intuition; +1 Uncanny Grace (5 pieces)

	Gentleman’s Finery ignores Class Skill Caps for augmented abilities!


Restriction: Usable only by a Thief ranked Esquire or Higher!

Being a deadly cutthroat or dastardly thief is simply no excuse for being underdressed. A Gentleman must always put his best foot forward no matter the circumstances ...

<<<>>>

Gentleman’s Fine Evening Gloves

Armor Type: Light, padded

Class: Ancient Artifact; Set Item

Base Defense: 19

Primary Effects: 

	+10 Renown

	+10 to Reputation with all Friendly Factions

	+ 1 Pickpocket

	+1 Locksmith

	Strength Bonus = .5 x Character Level


Secondary Effects:

	Part of the Gentleman’s Finery Set

	+5% Resistance against Backstab and Poison Damage per set piece worn

	All Skill Costs are reduced by 10% (2 pieces)

	+25% increased chance to avoid Movement Restricting Debuffs (3 pieces)

	+6 Luck (4 pieces)

	+1 to Honeyed Words; +1 to Combat Sense; +1 Rogue’s Intuition; +1 Uncanny Grace (5 pieces)

	Gentleman’s Finery ignores Class Skill Caps for augmented abilities!


Restriction: Usable only by a Thief ranked Esquire or Higher!

Being a deadly cutthroat or dastardly thief is simply no excuse for being underdressed. A Gentleman must always put his best foot forward no matter the circumstances ...

<<<>>>

Gentleman’s Fine Footwear

Armor Type: Light, padded

Class: Ancient Artifact; Set Item

Base Defense: 35

Primary Effects: 

	+10 Renown

	+10 to Reputation with all Friendly Factions

	+1% Movement Rate per 4 Character Levels

	+1 Whisper Step

	Constitution Bonus = .5 x Character Level


Secondary Effects:

	Part of the Gentleman’s Finery Set


	+5% Resistance against Backstab and Poison Damage per set piece worn

	All Skill Costs are reduced by 10% (2 pieces)

	+25% increased chance to avoid Movement Restricting Debuffs (3 pieces)

	+6 Luck (4 pieces)

	+1 to Honeyed Words; +1 to Combat Sense; +1 Rogue’s Intuition; +1 Uncanny Grace (5 pieces)


Undeterred: Once per day, the wearer may trigger Undeterred, granting them unrestricted movement for 30 seconds, instantly breaking all snares or other movement restricting effects which are applied at the time.

Gentleman’s Finery ignores Class Skill Caps for augmented abilities!

Restriction: Usable only by a Thief ranked Esquire or Higher!

Being a deadly cutthroat or dastardly thief is simply no excuse for being underdressed. A Gentleman must always put his best foot forward no matter the circumstances ...

<<<>>>

Gentleman’s Fine Evening Cape

Armor Type: Light, padded

Class: Ancient Artifact; Set Item

Base Defense: 15

Primary Effects: 

	+10 Renown

	+10 to Reputation with all Friendly Factions

	+2% Stealth per 4 Character Levels

	Reduces falling damage by 50%

	+10 to All Resistances


Secondary Effects:

	Part of the Gentleman’s Finery Set


	+5% Resistance against Backstab and Poison Damage per set piece worn

	All Skill Costs are reduced by 10% (2 pieces)

	+25% increased chance to avoid Movement Restricting Debuffs (3 pieces)

	+6 Luck (4 pieces)

	+1 to Honeyed Words; +1 to Combat Sense; +1 Rogue’s Intuition; +1 Uncanny Grace (5 pieces)

	Gentleman’s Finery ignores Class Skill Caps for augmented abilities!


Restriction: Usable only by a Thief ranked Esquire or Higher!

Being a deadly cutthroat or dastardly thief is simply no excuse for being underdressed. A Gentleman must always put his best foot forward no matter the circumstances ...

<<<>>>

Bloody hells, but was that good stuff. The defensive stats and armor rating weren’t nearly as high as my current gear, but the combined attributes and secondary effects were significantly better than the buffs my armor offered now. Reduced skill cooldowns were always a huge plus, and the additional Luck boost was enormous. Luck was the one attribute that couldn’t be changed by adding Attribute Points, so any item that affected Luck went for a premium. And the skill bonuses ... those alone made the set borderline priceless—though the restriction meant the gear would only be valuable to a very select group.  

Reluctantly, I slipped out of my old, battle-worn gear and pulled on the new clothes, feeling a strange wave of nostalgia as I examined myself in the polished silver. A pale face beneath a mop of dirty blond hair. Thin frame, loaded down with lean muscle. And in the new suit, I looked surprisingly like Georgie always had. I was taller than him by a good two hands, and he’d had darker hair, sure, but the similarities were there. Especially with the golden dueling rapier at my hip. I could’ve passed for his son.

I noticed there was a carefully folded slip of paper sticking out from the jacket’s breast pocket. 

If you intend to play the part of a Gentleman, you’ll have to look it. But these are on loan. Prove yourself, and they’re yours. There was no signature, but I hardly needed one. I was quickly coming to recognize Gavin’s flowing hand. I disappeared the slip up my sleeve, then pulled up my skill tree, admiring the bump to several of my passive abilities: 

<<<>>>

[image: https://www.fixpicture.org/medias/1539543230_tmp_Gentlemen_image_1.jpg]

<<<>>>

A SHARP KNOCK AT THE door gave me a start. “It’s open,” I called out, dismissing my interface. The door swung in on silent hinges, revealing Jake. Amara, Forge, and Vlad trailed behind him. I waved them all over, ignoring the sniggers and barely concealed laughs as they shuffled past me. 

“Well, don’t you clean up nice, partner,” Forge barked, his Risi face breaking into a huge smile.  

“He does, doesn’t he?” Amara said, ghosting forward, tracing her finger over the fine jacket lapels, eyeing the combination approvingly.

I cleared my throat, feeling just a hint of heat invade my cheeks. Damned woman somehow had a way of getting inside my head. “You can all admire how amazing I look later,” I offered. “We have work to do and a tight deadline. So, let’s get to it, eh?” 

Jake shut the door after Vlad shuffled through. The Alchemic Weaponeer, at least, didn’t seem to notice my change in appearance at all. But then that wasn’t so surprising. When the man didn’t have his head stuck in some dusty book, it was lodged firmly in the clouds. 

“So, what is job, huh?” he asked in that strange accent of his. Russian, Jack called it. 

“A jailbreak,” I replied as I fetched the blueprint Gavin had provided and pulled it open. I strutted over to the far wall, pulled free a pair of matte-black throwing daggers—tucked conveniently up my sleeve—and pinned the blueprint in place. “This is our target. The Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall, located in Harrowick’s Temple District. Now most of the Inquisitors in Eastern Eldgard operate out of there, a fact known by most. A lesser-known fact, however, is that located deep in the bowels of that place is a secured dungeon. One of the few places to hold Citizens and Travelers alike. A place with a known Dead Bind Room.

“And these Imperial bastards happen to be holding someone very important to the Union. A man by the name of Ito Haruchika. A Traveler. He’s a thief, saboteur, and spy who fell into a bit of rotten luck. Our man Ito got picked up by this zealot named Sir Brandon Berrick. Berrick’s had it out for the Union for as long as he’s been drawing breath. Practically came out of the womb clutching an Inquisitor’s blade and reciting lines from the Codex of Revealing Light. Now, Berrick is a seneschal. He’s a big shot, runs the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Faction Chapter. He’s got sway. Real power. And if this uptight sod manages to break Ito—and he will, given enough time—it could spell disaster for the Union.”

“So, we break in and take out this agent, no?” Vlad said, eyeing the blueprints carefully, already analyzing just how the building might be breached.

“Is an Imperial tax collector an oxygen thief?” I shot back in response. “Yes, obviously. But the trick is to do it without getting Ito killed in the process. And to further complicate things, no one can know it’s us and we can’t implicate the Crimson Alliance in any way. Can’t upset the balance between the Alliance and the Empire. This’ll need to be an off-the-books job, so no one tells Jack or Abby. Not a bloody soul, understood?” I stared at each of them in turn, pinning them in place until each nodded. “Alright then. Now, while we’re at it, I also intend to plant a dagger in Sir Berrick’s self-righteous back.” 

Even as I spoke, I felt a nudge of guilt, but I shoved it down. 

Saint or not, Berrick needed to go. Besides, I was a thief and a cutthroat. I’d done worse for less and I couldn’t afford to have people thinking too highly of me. Couldn’t sully my hard-won reputation as a mercenary arsehole, and damned if I’d pass up gold, fame, and an extra Proficiency Point. 

“Wait. You want the five of us”—Amara swung her arm—“to infiltrate an impenetrable Inquisitor stronghold, break into a fortified prison, kill the Inquisitor commander, in a fortress full of Inquisitors no less, then escape without getting caught or being recognized.” Not so much a question there as a statement of utter disbelief. 

I sniffed and nodded. “Glad you were paying attention. But don’t worry your pretty little head—this is my area of expertise. You don’t get to be where I am without being damned good, and I have a plan. Needs a bit of tweaking, but we’ll get it done. Vlad, you’ll be responsible for making us one helluva diversion and building us an emergency exit. For the getaway, I’m thinking something not too different from that job we pulled over in Ankara.”

He pressed his lips into a thin line, the gears already cranking away inside his skull. “And what you have in mind for the distraction?” he asked, quirking an eyebrow.

I grinned. “Remember you telling me about that Rat-ocalypse idea over mead?”

“Da.” He nodded again. 

“You think you could make that happen?”

He paused, seesawing his head left right, left right as he rubbed at his chin. “Hard to say without trying, but with a little help and time?” He shrugged. “Perhaps. My people, they say, Rabota ne volk—v les ne ubezhit. Work, she is no wolf to run into the woods.” 

“Excellent,” I said, even though his comment made not one bloody lick of sense to me—not uncommon with Vlad. “Jake, that’s where you come in. A fetch quest, if you will. Get this man what he needs, which is likely to be rats. Loads of them. Plague Tunnels are a good place to start. Oh, and Vlad? Nonlethal, eh? There are liable to be Alliance members in attendance, and we don’t want to hurt them. I’m thinking some sort of massive paralytic if you can whip it up?”

“Da. I have just the thing,” he replied, rubbing his hands together, eyes hazy and distant. Lost in thought. “Though I’ll have to devise way to get rats to you,” he muttered, dipping one hand into his pocket and pulling out a fat pipe. 

“And what exactly do you have planned for us?” Amara asked, folding her arms across her chest, a frown of disapproval on her face. 

“We’ll be doing the inside work. Infiltrate, extract, and kill. But for now, we need to go get ourselves an invite.” I pulled my twin daggers free—Plunder in my left hand, Peril in my right—and gave them a spinning flourish. “Forge, you’re with us on this leg of the heist. Grab what you need for a good ol’-fashioned round of breaking and entering. We’ve got some business in the Upper Garden District ...”

Four: Invitations

An hour later, just past a quarter to two in the morning, Amara and I balanced on the ceramic-tiled roof across the way from the posh manor home of Frostulf Korisson, Citizen of Eldgard and merchant—and a successful merchant, if his house was any indication. Rowanheath wasn’t a beautiful city, not like Ankara with its crystalline buildings or Alaunhylles with its golden spires and peaked towers. Rowanheath was a practical city of harsh lines and sharp edges, built by a flood of immigrants from cities far and wide. It was a place made for trade. A place built for utility. And, above all else, a place constructed for defense. For war.

That fact was evident from the high outer walls and the domineering Keep carved into the rock face high above the city proper. 

But here in the Upper Garden District, things were different. The buildings were all stone-fronted, edged with intricately carved wood, and studded with pristine windows—the shimmering glass imported from Ankara Glass Dancers. There were also green spaces, a rarity in the city. Nooks and crannies covered with lush grass or neatly manicured flower gardens, which filled the air with sweet perfume. No addicts here or down-on-their-luck vagabonds sleeping beneath crude blankets. The city guards made sure of that. 

This was where the elites lived. The well-to-dos who couldn’t be bothered with the rest of humanity.

The merchants I didn’t mind so much, but this was also where all the gods-be-damned Imperial bureaucrats lived. The Quaestors and Aediles who imposed the Imperial tax while putting on airs, pretending they were better than everyone else. Pricks, the whole lot of them. In my book, the only people worse than the Imperial nobles of New Viridia were the Imperial tax collectors of Rowanheath. They were thieves, plain and simple, but thieves who didn’t have the good grace or class to steal with finesse, charm, skill, or even effort. 

Frostulf’s house was plush, but no different from the rest of the homes and shops lining either side of the roadway. From my vantage, I had a view right into the master suite, courtesy of the flawless windows, which had the drapes pulled wide open. The lamps were all cold, and no one stirred—at least not in the house proper, though a trio of wickedly large hounds patrolled a small, walled-in courtyard in front of the manor. Those beasts were hulking things, five feet tall at the withers, with eyes like burning coals and teeth like obsidian arrowheads.

Not the run-of-the-mill guard dog, but if things went according to plan, I’d never have to tangle with the hounds. 

Forge loitered on the corner at the end of the street, causally leaning against a stone-faced shop, trying to look innocuous and failing completely. I grimaced. Bollocks. Aside from being our tank if things went sideways, Forge was acting as lookout. His job was to alert us if Frostulf returned while we were inside sniffing around. Though, gods, was he bad at being lookout. Might be, it would’ve been better to bring Jake for this leg of the quest. Still, if it came to a brawl, having a bit of muscle on board would be for the best. 

“Do you plan to watch all night, or do you actually intend to break into the home?” Amara whispered from beside me. “Perhaps the greatest thief in Eldgard is scared of the puppies?” She was taunting me, but she delivered it all in a tone as flat and dry as the Hardpan Straights out in the Wastes.

“Thievery is about finesse—about preparation,” I replied. “Now watch and learn how it’s done, woman. We’ll see if you can keep up.” I dropped into a low crouch, resting on the balls of my feet, fingers pressed lightly against the stone ledge beneath me. The leap from our building to the stone terrace on the upper floor of Frostulf’s place was easily fifteen feet. If I missed, I’d end up falling three stories only to land amongst the tearing teeth of the hounds below. Lesser men might’ve used ropes or grappling hooks, but I had this in the bag. 

I focused and triggered my Acrobatics ability as I sprang from the ledge. Acrobatics drastically increased my dexterity for a short burst of time while also minutely slowing the world around me. That, paired with my passive Combat Sense, was a deadly combination in battle. I lurched up and out, just a dark blur in the night, then touched down on the stone retaining wall of Frostulf’s terrace a heartbeat later. I didn’t make so much as a whisper of noise. The lip of the terrace wall was no wider than the width of my boot, but for someone with my skill set that was as broad as a city street. 

I glanced back across the way, ready to taunt Amara—offer to throw her a rope, maybe—only to find her flipping through the air as silent as a shadow, her form absolutely flawless. Her sleek, gunmetal skin caught flashes of silvered moonlight, which stole my breath. She was gorgeous. And, perhaps more importantly, she was skilled. Huntresses weren’t thieves—her trap detection was abysmal in comparison, her lock-picking skills were nonexistent, and her pickpocket ability was laughable—but there were certain overlaps. 

Begrudgingly, I had to admit that she was probably as good as I was in the air, and at least as competent with a blade. She could also shoot rings around me with that bow of hers. 

Amara landed like a cat, offering me a smug grin, one she rarely showed to anyone else. 

Amara was a strange creature. So serious and straight-laced, especially where Jack and the Ak-Hani Clan were concerned—though she could be cuttingly sarcastic when the mood took her. But when it was just the two of us, she was surprisingly playful. Vulnerable, even.

“Very impressive,” I said with a lopsided shrug. “You managed not to break your fool neck, something even a basic thief could manage. But that’s only half the job. Now let me do the real work.” I slipped off the wall and dropped onto the paved terrace, instinctively settling into a crouch and wrapping myself in Stealth. In an eyeblink, I was effectively invisible against any potential prying eyes. There was a glass-fronted door leading from the terrace into the master bedroom. I knew it would be locked, and likely warded as well. If someone could afford a house in this district, they could afford a decent security system. 

I studied the door, triggering Rogue’s Intuition. 

The entire door lit up like a bonfire on Saint Darragh’s Day.  

Splashes of red, blue, green, and gold light exploded across my vision as a host of different traps and protections appeared across the door: Druidic sigils built into the frame, ancient runic protection glyphs engraved into the stone base. Not to mention a host of advanced mechanical traps that would obliterate anyone without the skill to properly disarm them. Thank the gods above, I had all the skill. With a grin, I crouched and dipped my fingers into a small leather pouch at my belt, filled with Nightbane Paste. If I were some sort of Runic-Breaker or high-powered Sorcerer, I’d simply dispel the magic wards by overloading them with arcane power.

But I wasn’t. I was a thief, through and through.

My fingers came away with a smudge of sandy, purple goop. With a few deft strokes, I obscured specific portions of the warding runes. Just a glyph here or a line of text there, fooling the arcane sigils into letting me pass unnoticed. At least for a short while. And then, when the paste dried in an hour or so, the wards would be active again and the caster would never even know I’d been here. The whole process took less than a handful of seconds, and then I promptly moved on to the mechanical protections. First, I disabled the weight-sensitive pressure plate at the base of the door, then I fished out my matte-black picks and went to work on the lock itself. 

Most locks I could do one-handed while blindfolded, but this one was custom-built to keep lesser thieves out. Which got me curious. Either this bloke really liked his privacy, or he had something to hide. Something valuable enough to warrant the obscene wheelbarrows full of coin it would cost to buy a system like this. My inner thief was practically salivating at the thought of the loot secreted away within—loot which I planned on pilfering. I pulled out a torque wrench and slipped it in alongside my pick. With the wrench wedged in place, I applied a hint of pressure, then jiggled the pick with my right hand, working the stacked pins into proper alignment.

A satisfying click followed. 

I turned the brass knob, pulled the door open on silent hinges, and ghosted into the interior on silent feet. The floors were sleek marble, covered with expensive arctic wolf hides, which acted as rugs. A velvety divan adorned the wall near the door to the terrace. There was a blocky fireplace to the right, and straight ahead was a four-poster bed, large enough to sleep an entire family if need be; the sheets and blankets were of the finest Ankaran silk and cotton. The man had good taste, and the coin to support it. 

But it was the elegant desk near the wardrobe that caught my eye. With my Rogue’s Intuition still active, it was impossible to miss the bright splashes of red and gold indicating more locks and wards. As Jack often said, Bingo. Amara slipped in behind me, surveying the room with the eye of a Huntress, searching for any threat I may have missed. 

Not that I missed anything, of course. She was just paranoid. 

Her face betrayed little as her gaze skipped over the finery, but I knew she didn’t approve. Amara was a practical sort by nature, and the Dokkalfar largely spurned overt displays of wealth. The Storme Marshes were a harsh land filled with death and danger around every turn. A place where resources were scarce. They made do with whatever they could find, crafting their homes from sticks and stones and even the gossamer spider webbing they harvested from the Spiderkin. Such a waste as this place offered would be anathema to her. 

But she said nothing, stewing in silent judgement instead. As was her way.

I headed over to the desk and promptly disarmed the wards and locks, pulling open the top drawer, which revealed a host of papers. I began rifling through the contents, scanning not just for the invitation, but for any tidbit of potentially useful information. This Frostulf fellow was a merchant, after all, and one with enough ties to the Imperials to score him an invite to a party at the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall. Which meant he did business with the Imperial highbrows.

If he had logistics reports or shipping manifests, they could be of tremendous value to the Alliance efforts. Most of the papers looked rather routine and boring, however. In short order, I found a creamy white envelope tucked beneath a sheaf of papers—the invitation, just waiting for me to take it—but it was the paper just above the invitation that caught my eye and set the hairs on the back of my neck to standing stiff. Yes, most of the papers were mundane, but not all of them. This was a roster of sorts. 

One with names, locations, and times of Alliance Guard shift rotations. 

Hells, he’d been casing Rowanheath, and by the looks of it, he’d been hard at work for weeks. Clearly this sod was no mere merchant. He was a bloody spy. A saboteur. Probably working for Osmark and his boys, gathering info to strike once our temporary alliance lapsed. 

There was a bird whistle from outside. Well, it was the sound of someone entirely inept trying to sound like a bird. In reality it sounded more like a grass owl that someone had shoved into a burlap sack, then tossed down a flight of stairs. I sighed. I’d need to work with Forge on what the word discreet meant.

“He comes,” Amara whispered, as though I might’ve somehow missed the atrocious call from below. She peeked out of the glass-fronted door to the terrace, gaze fixed on something below. “Time to leave.” Our original plan was simply to pilfer the envelope from under this Frostulf’s nose, leaving him none the wiser. The Inquisitors were sticklers for procedure and wouldn’t have let Osmark himself into the party without the proper invitation. But the roster changed things. I shook my head and handed her the paper. 

This man, whoever he really was, was simply too dangerous to the Alliance to let him live. He was a Citizen, which meant there’d be no respawn for him. Unfortunate, but such was life in war.  

Amara scanned the paper in a heartbeat, lips forming a tight, angry line. She nodded her head. That was another thing he loved about her: she wasn’t afraid of doing what needed to be done. I stashed the invitation, pulled free my twin daggers, and pressed my back against the wall next to the heavy wooden door leading to a hallway. Amara vanished as she slipped into Stealth, visible to my eyes only by the faint blue glow outlining her body. She positioned herself on the far side of the enormous bed and crouched low, so only the tip of her head was exposed. 

The blue-blurred outline of her bow appeared.

The pounding of heavy footsteps followed, and the door swung inward. A shaft of warm yellow light penetrated the room, spotlighting the broad-shouldered form of Frostulf Korisson. I’d been expecting a soft man in fine robes, but this fellow was anything but. He was a Wode, and at least as tall as I was. Thick arms. Loaded down with muscle like a bloody tank, and instead of fancy robes, he wore leather armor made mostly of furs. He didn’t look like any merchant I’d ever seen, and my instincts were screaming at me that something wasn’t right here. 

But we were committed. 

Besides, I’d faced down the worst of the worst—everything from ancient dragons and clockwork elementals to Lich Priests and the emperor himself. There was no way this sod could contend against Amara and me both. Especially not when we had the element of surprise. 

Frostulf strutted in, unhooked the clasp of his black wolf-skin cloak, and tossed it on the bed, oblivious to our presence. I took a deep breath and leapt forward, driving my left blade, Peril, into the man’s kidney while simultaneously driving the right blade, Plunder, into the side of his neck. I triggered Tactical Blow as my weapons landed, which earned an extra 25% damage, raised Critical Hit by 20%, and added a 5% chance of inflicting Bloodletting when using a bladed weapon. That, combined with my 7x Backstab multiplier, was a powerful combination that few walked away from.

Critical Hit!

Frostulf staggered and his HP strobed violently, dropping like a drunk after one too many pints. 

With a growl, I pulled my blade from his neck; an arc of crimson spurted free, warm liquid washing down over my hand. Amara appeared across from me as I yanked out the dagger lodged in his kidney. She let loose a trio of feathered shafts with practiced ease. They thudded into Frostulf’s chest, knocking him back a step. Her grouping was tight. Perfect. Frostulf should’ve been dead where he stood, gone before he ever knew what hit him ... Yet a single line of red stubbornly lingered in his Health bar. Bollocks. That could mean only one thing—Frostulf had some sort of Second Chance passive. 

Dying Grace, maybe. Or Close Call. 

Those types of passives prevented one-shots and insulated the player from dying for a handful of seconds. They had notoriously long cooldown timers, though, so he wouldn’t be able to use it again. Not in this brawl. Still, rotten bloody luck for us. There went the element of surprise. No time to worry about that, though. I danced forward, blades twirling with a life of their own as I closed on him.

I wasn’t even remotely ready when the prick wheeled on me, changing, transforming, even as he moved.

Five: Werebear

Frostulf’s arms and legs elongated, muscles bulging unnaturally as thick tufts of jet-black hair exploded out from his skin. His armor shimmered and melted into his flesh, leathery pelt emerging in its place. His face contorted grotesquely, green eyes turning golden while a snout and muzzle formed. As he morphed, he shot up to seven feet—then eight—his HP replenishing with unnatural speed, almost as though he’d taken a swift pull from a Health Regen potion.

But he hadn’t taken a potion. No, he was a gods-be-damned Druid, and a Skin-Walker at that. Rare as Shadowmancers, were Skin-Walkers. And their Health Regen rate while in animal form was legendary.

As Frostulf completed his transformation, I realized I’d made a mistake earlier. The pelt on his back hadn’t been wolf fur. It’d been a bear’s hide. It appeared Frostulf’s spirit totem was a Timberland grizzly. And to complicate things further, I heard the braying of the hounds as they tore through the house, out for our blood. In an instant, they were scrambling up the stairs. And since this man was a Druid, those wouldn’t be normal hounds, but summoned Doom-Hounds. Yes, because that’s what I bloody needed. More complications.

Frostulf lunged toward me, jaws wide, huge grizzly paws screaming through the air, ready to take my head from my shoulders. He was strong but slow. Ponderously so, though I couldn’t afford to let him land so much as a single blow. I dropped low, Frostulf’s huge paw narrowly passing over my head, then bolted left, sidestepping his other claw-studded mitt. I lunged forward, driving my dual blades into his fat-padded gut, drawing bright splashes of blood, which matted the black fur and ate away at Frostulf’s HP. But the bastard was tough, and his Health-Regen rate was into the sky.

The werebear shuffled back and let loose a thunderous roar that slammed into my chest like a physical hammer blow, sending me flipping through the air. I triggered Acrobatics, burning through a dash of my Stamina, righting myself in midair. I could feel my Uncanny Grace passive going to work as I bounced feetfirst off the far wall, then launched myself forward into a lightning-fast roll, which brought me back to my feet, completely unscathed. I spun, stowing my blades, then whipped my hands forward. 

A barrage of shadowy daggers formed at the ends of my fingers and spun through the air, peppering the grizzly’s chest and face. The conjured blades did little by way of damage—Frostulf was a bruiser, and a high level one—but they did distract the creature long enough for Amara to drive an ebony spear clear through one of Frostulf’s legs. The initial blow did a fair amount of damage, but the greater benefit of impaling the monster was twofold. His naturally high Regen wouldn’t be able to fully heal the wound until the spear was pulled free, and the injury would undoubtedly inflict a movement debuff, lowering his speed even further.

“Behind you!” Amara called out, drawing a shimmering green bow and loosing shafts toward the entryway. 

The first of the mutts absorbed the arrows without losing a step, surging forward on silent paws. It came straight toward me, jaws wide, unearthly orange flame burning in the back of its throat. The secondary effect of my Combat Sense engaged, and suddenly the world seemed to lurch and slow down just a hair as a glowing golden arc appeared before me, showcasing the path of the creature’s attack. With deft fingers, I pulled a pinch of red sand from another pouch lining my belt, then flicked it forward—aiming for where the hound’s head would be. 

In the same instant, I slipped right, pulling free one of my blades with effortless ease and grace. The hound plowed face-first into the blinding powder, letting out a squeal of pain, blinking its eyes sporadically while it shook its head. Big mistake. I exploited the opening and dove onto its back, wrapping my legs around its middle while I dragged my blade across its throat. Critical Hit! A sheet of blood spilled out, and the creature collapsed beneath me, its legs unable to hold my weight. The hound was still alive—its HP bar pulsing madly—but not for long. 

I flipped the blade around in my hand and drove the weapon home, right into the side of the beast’s skull. 

I grinned, feeling pretty damned pleased with myself. Which is when the second bastard hound sideswiped me, its bulky shoulder smashing into my chest, knocking the air from my lungs. I went sprawling to the floor, the blade in my hand spinning away and clattering on the tile. Bollocks and arse. What god had I pissed off to have my night go south so fast? The mutt followed me down, landing on top of me, its meaty front paws pinning my chest as it struck with vicious fangs. With a grunt I shot my left arm up, saving my neck but sacrificing my forearm in the process.

Inch-long fangs ripped through the Gentleman’s Jacket, piercing my skin, then finally lodging in bone. White jags of pain lanced through my head. Gods below, but that hurt. 

The hound shook his head back and forth, trying to rip my bloody-damned arm clean off, and to make matters worse, the third hound was circling in, like a Storme Marsh croc with the scent of easy game in its nose. At least Amara was keeping Frostulf occupied. The pair of them were dancing around, Amara ducking and weaving, avoiding direct blows while chipping away at the beast with a thousand cuts. She could handle her business, I had no doubt. I turned back to the hound straddling me, then promptly drove my knee straight up into the creature’s bread-splitter. 

It yelped in surprise, releasing my arm, which was all the time I needed to slip a throwing dagger from my sleeve and slam it through the hound’s bottom jaw, pinning its mouth closed. A second dagger appeared in my off hand as though by magic—my Hidden Edge skill at work—and this one, I planted firmly in its throat. Another Critical and the hound died. The third hound was closing in, but it had problems of its own. Forge tore into the room, screaming like a barmy maniac as he swung his massive two-handed axe—its blade glowing with hellish red light. 

The final hound wheeled about at the war cry, but it never stood a chance. 

The Risi Warrior landed a blow that nearly cleaved the creature in two. 

Forge stomped over and offered me a hand up, which I gladly accepted.

With Frostulf’s minions taken care of, it was time to put down the Druid himself. Quick like, I retrieved my daggers and angled in, ready to make the kill.

Through sheer force of will, Frostulf had finally managed to maneuver Amara into the corner. The Huntress was fighting like a rabid wolverine—avoiding each strike by inches—but if Frostulf landed even a single hit, it would be devastating. Potentially deadly, no matter how tough Amara was. I whipped my right hand forward, unleashing a fan of Night-conjured blades. The smoky daggers once more pincushioned his furry back, eating away at his already diminished HP. Amara had done a bang-up job, and had him below fifty percent. Forge charged in from the left, unleashing another hellish war cry, battle-axe whirling through the air in a vicious arc.  

Frostulf backtracked, now forced to fight on two fronts. 

Instead of charging like Forge, I waited for half a beat, then slipped into Stealth, vanishing from sight as Shadow reached out and embraced me like an old friend who was bladdered on a bottle of Murk Elf rice wine. The battle raged on. Elementally enchanted bear claws slashed into Forge’s armor, leaving deep furrows in their wake. Arrows flew. Spears stabbed. Axes slashed—carving through flesh and fur. I ignored it all, stealing forward like a ghost until I was directly behind the behemoth werebear. 

My hands flew through a series of quick motions—a flick, a twist, fingers tapping on the hilt and blade—activating Shadow Poison. My daggers exploded with an unnatural purple fire: living darkness that seemed to suck in light. The fire faded, but I knew the work was done, the blades now coated with potent poison.

Frostulf unleashed another bone-rattling roar, then lashed out with a closed fist, backhanding Forge across the face. The big Risi was lifted from his feet and cartwheeled through the air before smashing into the wardrobe, his body falling still, though he was alive. Amara was still on her feet, ducking and weaving as best as she was able, but it was a losing prospect. Any minute, Frostulf would find an opening, and then Amara would have to pay the bill. I shot forward, poisoned dagger in hand, and rammed the blade down into the base of the creature’s skull with every ounce of strength I had.  

The werebear arched back in response, his limbs spasming madly as his HP hit zero and his body began to revert. The Druid dropped to his knees, swaying drunkenly for just a moment before toppling onto his side with a thud, his eyes wide with shock. Never saw it coming. Just the way it ought to be. The hair covering Frostulf’s body fell away, taking chunks of leather-brown skin with it, leaving a very dead human behind.

I glanced over at Amara, who was brushing herself off. “Thank you,” she offered simply, bending over to pick up one of the many daggers she usually had secreted about on her person. 

I grunted a noncommittal reply, then went to work looting the corpse while she tended to Forge, helping him to his feet. Old Frostulf was a damned treasure trove of loot ... Brilliant, amazing, completely worthless loot. His armor, all top of the line, were specialty items—and not just class specific items, which would’ve been easy to fence on the Black Market. No, his items were all Vogthar forged. Every single piece, including a wicked black Malware Short Sword. The gear was absolutely worthless to anyone without an evil alignment. This bastard was a spy all right, but not for Osmark. 

He was a spy for Carrera and Thanatos. A Dark Convert. 

Gods. Why does life have to be so bloody complicated? 

I mean, sure, Jack and Abby would be tremendously pleased with the discovery, but that would, in turn, lead to them entrusting me with even more missions. Which meant more work and significantly less time to drink and gamble. And I’d have to think up some clever lie to explain how exactly I’d come by the information since I couldn’t tell them about this mission. Gods, but sometimes, there’s just no winning. 

On the plus side, Frostulf did have some rather pricey scrolls located in the wardrobe. A few port scrolls I could sell at a nice markup—though none to Morsheim, which would’ve been invaluable—and a one-off, Summon Greater Elemental. Made sense, considering ol’ Frostulf was a Druid. Scrolls like that could be cast by anyone, which made them a premium item, damn near worth their weight in gold. I slipped the lot into my inventory.

We crept out through the terrace—well, Amara and I crept, Forge blundered and clanged as though he were wearing a suit of armor made from pots and pans—then locked the door up nice and tight, ensuring the traps and wards were reengaged. I’d drawn the curtain before leaving, so no one would be able to see the corpses through the window. Hopefully that’d buy us a spot of time.

While Amara helped Forge across to the connecting building—watching him try to cross her rope lines was physically painful—I slipped down to the ground level and checked the lock on the front door. It wouldn’t do to have some nosey neighbor pop by, see the door open, and investigate only to find Frostulf dead. That kind of news would no doubt find its way back to the Inquisitors, which could spell disaster for our rescue mission. Thankfully, Forge hadn’t obliterated the door; it seemed Frostulf had simply neglected to lock it behind him. I remedied that quickly, then slipped into Stealth and made my way to the rooftop where Amara and Forge waited. 

By the time we got back to the Broken Dagger, the sun was starting to peek above the horizon, bright lines of gold and yellow and pink falling across the white plaster buildings. I needed a bloody drink, that and a bath, but I needed sleep more. We had ten hours or so until the ball was set to start, and since I was going into an Inquisitor stronghold—one run by Sir Brandon Berrick, no less—I would need every edge I could get. I couldn’t afford to suffer under the strain of the Tired debuff. 

No, I needed to be sharp as my dagger’s edge, which meant sleep. 

My companions weren’t faring much better either. Forge was nearly falling over with exhaustion—positively knackered, that one—and though Amara seemed alert, the deep bags beneath her eyes told a different truth. We made our way into the back, and I showed Forge to a visitor’s room above the inn proper, then headed over to check on Vlad and Jake. My cheeky apprentice was asleep on a stool in the corner, back against the wall, chin on his chest, arms folded. The position looked about as comfortable as the inside of a Blackthorn Box, but Jake was one of those rare types that seemed to be able to sleep anywhere. Lucky bastard.

Vlad, on the other hand, was still wide awake—a steaming mug of Western Brew sitting beside him. The alchemist was hunched over a wooden table covered with rough blueprints, balled-up scraps of paper, a host of tools, and parts. In the corner sat a large cage, covered by a tarp. I couldn’t see the rats within, but I could hear them squeaking and rustling. Jake had been busy. Vlad didn’t notice my presence, and I certainly didn’t want to distract the bloke from his work, so I disappeared without a word. 

Amara and I beelined for my new private quarters. 

I flopped onto the feather down mattress and was asleep before my head fully hit the plush pillow.

Six: Inquisitors’ Ball

The sun had just set, faint glimmers of purple light staining the horizon behind me as I strode up the cobblestone walkway toward the Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall. I’d never stepped foot inside this particular hall, but they all looked the same, no matter the city—Templars and Inquisitors were a notoriously unimaginative lot. All about conformity, those tossers. About rules. About making sure that every blade of grass was the same height as every other blade of bloody grass. Still, despite being rather uninspired, the fortress was impressive.

Or maybe intimidating was a better word. 

The hall was a boxy building, five stories, the walls gray, no-nonsense stone. It boasted arched windows too slim to crawl through. Arrow slits dotted those walls at evenly spaced intervals—perfect for waging a pitched battle against an invading force. Encircling the formidable keep was a stout outer wall, fifteen feet high; guards in gleaming steel breastplates patrolled the ramparts, watching the incoming partygoers with hard, searching gazes. More guards, these shrouded in thick black cloaks, watched from the roof. Clearly, they were trying to hide, but my trained eyes had no problem picking them out. 

The flutter of fabric here. The shifting of an arm there. 

Lazy. Sloppy. Pitiful, really. Though that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous. Forge, Vlad, and Jake would be responsible for taking care of those jokers, clearing the way for my escape. They’d also have a little help from my new crew. I grinned, thinking of the green-skinned Goblin minion who now served on my private zephyr. Yeah, the exterior guards wouldn’t be an issue.  

I glanced to the far side of the enclosed courtyard, where a small army of battle-mounts waited patiently for their owners to return from the party. I whistled softly through my teeth. Bugger me, but they had some fine-looking beasties. Silver-furred Battle Wargs. A sleek-feathered Griffin, so common to high-ranking Inquisitors and Imperials alike. Enormous Stone Salamanders with fat-padded tails. Even a flame-winged Phoenix, regal and elegant. Rare finds, one and all. And, more importantly, expensive finds. There was wealth here, that much was obvious.

Amara tugged on my arm, our elbows intertwined like some carefree Imperial couple out for a night of drinking and dancing. Not another care in the world. 

“Focus or you’ll draw attention,” she whispered, a smile unwaveringly fixed on her face. 

That smile was a bit unnerving. Amara rarely smiled, and when she did smile it was usually a feral thing that promised pain and bloodshed. But then, everything about Amara was different. Everything. Usually, she sported crudely stitched leather armor studded with chunks of bone, ferocious teeth, and feathers in a wide array of colors. And when she was fighting, she wore a horrifying bone mask more often than not—one crafted from the skull of a vanquished Spiderkin and decorated with the sacred runes of her people. 

Not tonight though. 

In place of the bone mask was the smile, that and a thin sheen of makeup, expertly applied. And instead of her Huntress leathers was a voluminous dress of deep blue satin which complemented her gunmetal skin. The gown was beautiful—the bodice tight-fitting and slanted, emphasizing her shapely waist, while the skirt flared out in a bloom of colorful, petal-like petticoats. Absolutely stunning, though how she expected to fight in the getup, I had no idea. Surely the thing had to come equipped with a whole host of movement-restricting debuffs. 

Still, on a strictly visual level, she was beautiful. 

We passed beneath a heavy iron portcullis suspended overhead and stopped at the enormous wooden double doors, studded with brass rivets, which barred our path. A pair of Inquisitor Templars stood sentry at the entryway, and unlike the rest of the guests, who wore formal wear, these two were all business. Their heavy armor shone, and their weapons waited at their sides, ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice. One of the guards—a burly Risi with jutting lower fangs—regarded me solemnly, glancing at the invitation, then me in turns. “Lord Korisson?” he asked, a note of skepticism in his voice. 

I wasn’t worried. Amara and I had both cast Anonymous before heading over, which allowed us to pass unnoticed for an hour within a hostile faction territory. We didn’t have an unlimited amount of time, but we had enough. And a touch of my Honeyed Words ability would help things along nicely.

I nodded, giving him a smile as dazzling as a bonfire in the night. Sheer, unadulterated confidence. I belong here, I willed. A noble, no different from the others. Let me pass.

The man grunted and nodded, returning my invitation with a flick of his hand while he motioned for the second guard—a golden-skinned Dawn Elf woman—to let us through. 

I offered Amara a slick smile and a wink as we slipped into the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall, completely unnoticed. 

Although the exterior of this place was hard lines and pragmatic engineering, they’d really gussied up the main ballroom, which lay straight ahead. An enormous crystalline chandelier hung from the ceiling, clearly enchanted since it cast a halo of otherworldly light over everything below. Thick tapestries lined the left and right walls, showcasing gallant scenes from Inquisitor history—and by gallant, I mean scenes of them butchering innocent people who put up even a hint of resistance against the Empire or her Legions. 

Tax collectors were worse than Inquisitors, but only by a gnat’s arse. 

Huge polished banquet tables loitered beneath those tapestries, utterly loaded down with food and mead. Spicy lamb covered in garlic butter. Braised grass wolf in elderberry sauce. Ginger-glazed stone rabbits. Not to mention breads, butters, and enough pie to choke a bloody horse. Gods, but a meal like this had to cost a fortune. I needed to talk to Jack about upping our game. We were winning the war against the Empire, but in the battle of the banquets they clearly had the upper hand. Moreover, men and women in dour black suits and dresses worked their way through the crowd, carrying silver trays heavy-laden with even more food and drink.

All I needed was a bathtub full of golden coins to lounge in and this would’ve been heaven. 

I snagged a flagon of fine-brewed Sparkling Mead and took a deep pull as Amara and I made our way among Harrowick’s elite. Amara shot me a withering glare—you should keep your wits about you—but little did she realize that a pint only sharpened my already impeccable senses. I took another mouthful, savoring the light bite of alcohol tempered with a sweet burst of honey and apple. I nearly groaned, revising my opinion just slightly of Sir Brandon Berrick. Bloke might’ve been a right-fine bastard, but he was a bastard with good taste in drink. That, at least, I could respect. 

And speaking of Berrick, there he was, across the room, arms folded behind his back, hard eyes constantly scanning the room even while he talked with a gaggle of diplomats and attendees, who crowded around him in a loose semicircle. Berrick cut an impressive figure: his shoulders broad, his jaw clenched, a swath of short black hair peppered with specks of silver. He wore a silvered breastplate edged in gold filigree over the top of a blue evening jacket. A gold cloak trailed down his back. 

Amara slipped her arm from mine, then gave my hand a quick squeeze, before moving away, threading through the crowd as she made for Berrick. 

A hard lump formed in my throat. So many ways this could go sideways. 

I watched her for another heartbeat, then hooked right, beelining for the banquet tables. With deft fingers, I slipped a small vial of amber liquid from my pocket, courtesy of Vlad, then popped the cork. I grimaced—the shite smelled bloody rancid—sprinkled a few drops here and there, then stowed the vial. That done, I grabbed a silver plate, which I idly considered stealing—silver was silver—and loaded it down with a bit of everything. Then I headed over and posted up against the wall, picking at the food while I watched Amara insinuate herself into the group of lick-spit sycophants circling around Berrick. 

I picked up a seared venison steak slathered in a creamy white sauce. Delicious, but watching Amara laugh and fawn over that jack-arse almost robbed me of the experience.

Almost, being the important word.

I angry-ate the venison, then went back for seconds. I sprinkled about a bit more of Vlad’s foul concoction, making sure to get a few droplets on the passing nobles. The whole while I listened to the chatter of the party guests. Most of it was boring rubbish—weather, shopping, favorite places to dine—but more than a few nattered away about Berrick. About what a saint he was. Did you hear he helps the poor in his off hours? That he donates half his earnings to an orphanage? Oh, I heard he works with the illiterate, teaches them to read and what have you. But only when he’s not personally cracking down on crime and feeding small animals. And you should see him on the battlefield—I’ve heard even the Jade Lord is no match for him.

He sounded so ... so wholesome. The more I heard, the more I loathed the man. Him with his stupid, overly smug face. 

By the time I was ready to move on the braised grass wolf, Amara had somehow managed to entirely capture Berrick’s attention. The man smiled, his eyes no longer roving, focused entirely on Amara’s face instead. Dirty blighter. Amara extended a hand, rubbing at his forearm, then tracing her fingers down to his gloved hand. She giggled and gave a little tug, pulling him toward the dance floor, where other partygoers spun and twirled in time with the music drifting through the air.  

The man rolled his eyes but followed. A bit too eagerly, perhaps. Coming into this job, I hadn’t relished the idea of killing Berrick, but as he took Amara in his arms, I quickly revised my opinion. With a growl I finished my last bite of food and promptly disappeared the plate. Then, out of sheer spite, I disappeared the rest of the plates, too. Let these high and mighty nobles get hollandaise sauce all over their hands. A small, petty blow against the Empire. Petty, but oddly satisfying. 

Amara was laughing now, the sound light and infectious. It was her real laugh, too—something that galled me to no end, since she usually reserved that laugh for me. I watched for a long moment—couldn’t take my eyes off the pair of them. He leaned over and whispered something in her ear, an easy smile filling his face. Amara giggled again, a hint of red invading her cheeks as she slapped him playfully on the arm. I knew she was just acting. Obviously, she was acting. She hated the bloody Imperials more than just about anyone, and she wasn’t the giggling sort anyway.

Still, seeing her like that ... Well, it was time to put an end to this charade. For a beat, I considered finding an inky pool of shadow to slip into. Just drop into Stealth, weave and snake through the press of dancing bodies, then take the key off Berrick with him none the wiser to my presence. That’s probably what I should’ve done. But no. A pox on that. I snagged a full flagon of mead from a passing server and headed into the mass. Couples twirled, wide skirts flashing colorful fabric, and I deftly avoided each dancer—though I did leave an unnoticed trail of amber liquid on the floor behind me. 

I moved, biding my time, and then the ebb and flow of the dance floor brought Amara and Berrick before me. 

The man was completely absorbed in the Huntress. Lost in her eyes. In her smile.  

So much so that he didn’t see me until I blundered into both of them as they spun. I barely tapped Amara, of course, but I shouldered Berrick right in the chest and let my drink go flying, a golden rain of honeyed wine hitting the smug wanker full in the face, drenching his front, while simultaneously splashing over onto Amara. His eyes flared wide in shock that quickly turned to red-hot anger as he fixed me with a deathly glare. Which was perfect. He was looking at my face, not my hands—textbook Misdirection.

Then, in the span of a heartbeat, I triggered my Deft Touch, which allowed me to pickpocket any item—not just from his inventory, but from on his person. And I was sure he would have the bloody key on his person—much safer that way. Much harder to lift. 

A screen flickered to life as time slowed to quarter-speed. The screen displayed the items he was actively holding—everything from weapons and armor to important quest tokens loaded into the quick access pouches at his belt. Naturally, that was where I found the key to Ito Haruchika’s cell. I shot my hand out, flipping open the pouch and fishing the key out in less than an eyeblink. 

In that same instant, I triggered my Wax Key ability. Mostly Wax Key was used for quickly and efficiently picking common chest locks, but it could just as easily be used to duplicate someone else’s key. I copied the item, forming a wax replica that would work just as well as the original, then slipped the heavy brass key back into his pouch. Berrick was bright, I had no doubt—no one made it to seneschal in the Inquisitors without being a right smart bastard—so he would undoubtably search his inventory once our little encounter was over.

And he would find absolutely everything in its place, just as it should be. 

Time lurched back into full stride as I stumbled away. “Gods,” I slurred, teetering this way then that, smacking my lips as I eyed my mug. “My apologies, sir.” I conjured a burp, which I muffled with one hand. “Though you two are mostly to blame. Why, you practically ambushed me with your... your”—I licked my lips and waved one hand through the air, searching for the word—“your fancy twirling. Caught me unawares.” I glanced down at my mug again, eyebrows lifting as though I were surprised to find it empty. “Huh, seems I’m out, eh? Perhaps I best go get a refill.”

“I think, sir, you’ve had quite enough for the evening.” Berrick’s voice was rich, smooth, confident. The voice of a politician, though a politician who was hiding a core of solid steel. “I’ll have someone escort you out,” he nearly growled, face screwing up into a scowl. He waved a hand at a guard sporting shining scalemail, then turned toward Amara. He’d already forgotten me. A clumsy drunk, beneath his station or notice. “Ms. Claudette, I’m am so sorry. Can I please show you to the powder room?” 

“I think I can find the way,” Amara said, looking down at her mead-stained ball gown. “Let me take care of this, and then I’ll find you again. Perhaps we can finish our dance.” She smiled slyly and trailed a finger down his chest. “Until then,” she finished, turning on a heel and making her way through the still dancing crowd. 

Berrick turned back toward me, no doubt to cave my head in, but I was already cloaked in Stealth, stealing between the dancers, invisible to his eyes. A pair of guards were politely wriggling through the crowd, making their way toward the seneschal. I was long gone and headed toward the kitchen by the time they got to him. I patted the key in my pocket, self-satisfied all the way down to my toes. The best bloody thief indeed.

Seven: Tunnels

I headed past the kitchen, then—when  the cost was clear—darted right into a dimly lit passageway meant for the servants to utilize. For most of these uppity nobles and Imperial bureaucrats, the best kind of servant was the kind they didn’t see. Jack, he wasn’t like that, though. No one in the Alliance was. Everyone was worthy of being seen. Jack talked with cooks and cleaners, gardeners, and those poor shitehead mages who got stuck working the port-pads. Even tipped well. 

As I walked, I stripped down from the Gentleman’s Finery; gear like that would simply be too memorable, and that wouldn’t do. 

“What took you so long?” Amara whispered, a grin in her voice, as she slipped out from behind a stony column jutting from the wall. She no longer wore the fancy ball gown—instead her Huntress leathers were back in place, a quiver hanging from her back, a wicked single-edged blade dangling from her belt. She looked fierce, and as much as I’d enjoyed seeing Amara in petticoats and makeup, I was glad to have the salty, sarcastic, take-no-shite woman I’d come to know so well back.

“Unlike you, I had to do some real work instead of simpering and falling all over that fool, Berrick.” I grinned and fluttered my eyes. “Why yes, m’lord, I’d love to dance with you.” 

“That was real work,” she replied flatly, a scowl on her lips. “Perhaps next time, I will let you be the honeypot. Stick you in a ball dress and a half-pound of makeup, then we will see how your opinion changes.” She planted her hands on her hips. “And hopefully you did not waste my hard work. Did you get it?”

I lifted my hand, fingers dancing through the air as I materialized the replica key as though by magic. “Obviously. Now let’s get moving, eh? Forge, Jake, and Vlad should be in place by now. The faster we move the better. But before we go, best if you put this on.” I pulled out a pair of odd black cowls, which obscured the face. They seemed to radiate dark energy, absorbing the ambient light around us. I tossed one to her and slipped the other over my head, absently glancing at the item’s description. 

<<<>>>

Cowl of the Sicarii

Armor Type: Light; Unnatural Cloth

Class: Rare

Base Defense: 25

Primary Effects:

	+1 Combat Sense (Restriction: Rogue Class Kits Only)

	+1 Shadow Poison (Restriction: Rogue Class Kits Only

	Prevents Blinding

	Grants passive: Night Eye

	Night Eye allows you to see even in the poorest of lighting conditions, casting the world into a blue haze. Hvitalfar (Dawn Elves), Dokkalfar (Murk Elves), and Svartalfar (Dwarves) automatically use Night Eye in dark environments.


Effect: 15% vision improvement at night or in poor lighting. 

Secondary Effects:

Anonymity: While wearing the Cowl of the Sicarii, you can pass unnoticed in friendly or hostile faction territory!

Obscurity: While wearing the Cowl of the Sicarii, you cannot accrue Infamy or a Bounty! 

Shadow Cloak: Decrease the chance of being noticed by guards or nearby witnesses by 25% 

What has violence ever accomplished? Only the death of kings and the fall of empires, though we shall never fully know, since a Sicarii never tells of his handiwork ...

<<<>>>

“I will not wear this,” Amara hissed, eyeing the hood as though it were a mangy, shite-splattered sewer rat. She leaned over and spit. “I am no assassin. No knife, wielded by someone else’s hand.” 

“Tonight you are,” I replied, carefully adjusting the hood. Icy power washed over me and the details of the gloomy hall sharpened. I didn’t like the hood much—I had a long and complicated history with the Sicarii, which had almost been my path—but the cowls were ideal for a job like this. And they weren’t easy to come by, though with my connections almost anything could be had. “We can’t afford to be seen,” I explained. “Or identified. If things go to hell, nothing will help to that end better than these.” 

Amara frowned, sniffed in disapproval, then nodded. Begrudgingly, she pulled the hood into place, her brilliant green eyes shining out through the thin slit in the unnatural fabric. “Very well. But let it be known that I disapprove.” 

“Duly noted,” I replied, grinning like mad beneath my black veil. I turned. “Now follow my lead, and try not to be so bloody loud, eh?” I whispered over one shoulder. Before she could skewer me with a reply, I dropped into Stealth and took off at a quick jog up the hallway. Thanks to the Fleet Footed ability in the Stealth Skill Tree, I could move like the wind and be just as silent. And despite my joking, I knew Amara wouldn’t have any trouble matching me. I pictured the blueprints for the fortress in my head while I activated Rogue’s Intuition, searching for the hidden panel I knew lay somewhere along the right-hand wall.

Just before the cramped hallway doglegged to the left, a splash of faint blue appeared—the glowing edges of a hidden door. I slowed and carefully inspected the stone slab for any sign of runic magic or mechanical trap, but no. Clean. Whoever had designed this place had never thought an assassin would penetrate so deeply into the keep, nor would they have any reason to look for such an obscure passage in such an obscure place. I reached out, fingers flying over stone, prodding the nooks and crannies until I found the too-smooth edge of a releasing mechanism.

I pressed it, and the section of wall groaned and parted, revealing a thin cut, not much wider than my shoulders, shooting back into pitch darkness. This passage wouldn’t take us all the way to our target, but it would let us out into the subbasement of the keep, three levels below the entry hall. And that? That was where the holding cells were located. The stone door groaned once more as it closed behind Amara. The passage was pitch-black and musty—smelled a bit like Forge’s boot actually—but thanks to the Cowl granting me Night Eye, I had little problem. 

The passage itself was gods-awful cramped, though, and an absolute labyrinth of interconnected tunnels, jutting off every which way. All leading to different parts of the Chapter Hall. Hidden passageways were common in these places, although they were primarily meant for keep defenders—certainly not for underhanded but devilishly handsome thieves such as myself. If the Chapter Hall ever found itself properly attacked, its defenders could pop out of the walls like bloody phantoms, flanking, outmaneuvering, and slaughtering interlopers with uncanny ease.

But they were also a terrible weakness. A double-edged blade, as quick to hurt as help. 

Thanks to the blueprints Gavin had provided us with, I quickly found the first corkscrew staircase, which spiraled all the way down to the subbasement. From there we followed a complicated set of twists, turns, and switchbacks before finally finding ourselves at a dead end. Except it wasn’t really a dead end. Rather, it was the exterior wall, which let out not far from the prison proper. I paused, breathing hard, pressed my ear against the cool stone, and closed my eyes as I listened. The faint scuffle of shuffling feet and the murmur of voices.  

“Do you hear anything?” Amara whispered, her lips nearly brushing my ear. 

I thrust one finger into the air, trying to figure out what the voices were saying. Shite. I couldn’t make out anything meaningful. But we were in the right place, I had no doubt, and those were guard patrols. I waited, eyes still closed, ears still straining, as the shuffling footsteps moved away, growing quiet as the voices faded to nothing. “Time to move, and stay on your toes. There are patrols down this way. Probably more than one.” I found the secret catch and jabbed it with my thumb.

The wall shifted and rumbled as it split and pulled apart, revealing a wide hallway that stretched out to the left and right, straight as an arrow. Unlike the fanciful ballroom above, this place was grim, gloomy, and not meant for the eyes of outsiders. The walls were gray brick, pitted from age, the floors gritty dirt instead of proper paving stones. There was a wide section right down the middle of the gravelly floor which had been worn smooth by the passage of countless feet—guards making their rounds. Black wrought iron wall sconces jutted out from either side of the hallway at twenty-foot intervals, creating pools of wavering yellow light, interspersed with pools of shadows. 

Gods, but it was almost like they were inviting us to rob them. 

The prison and its many holding cells lay to the left. I jerked my head, then bolted out, clinging to the walls and the shadows as I moved. Amara followed on my heels, only the briefest blur of a blue outline showing. The tunnel was long, with several branching passageways and heavy wooden doors—all locked up nice and tight. Eventually, the roving guard patrol would head back our way, but other than that lone pair of sentries, the place seemed largely unoccupied. After a few minutes, the hallway veered sharply right. 

At the end of this stretch of tunnel lay the prison. 

Shuttered away from the rest of the keep by a giant pair of reinforced steel double doors. Those doors were chained shut and held together by a padlock the size of my fist. A pair of guards in ringmail and tabard, bearing the crest of the Empire, stood on either side of the hallway, staring morosely into the gloomy tunnel. One leaned lazily on a wicked halberd, while the other carried a spear. Even at a glance, I could tell the pair of them were morons. Huge torches blazed in wall mounts beside them, bathing them in warm light. Comforting, sure, but those fires meant they’d be nearly blind while staring into the dark. 

Balls, I could stand at the edge of that pool of light—not even cloaked in Stealth—and they’d never see me. This was going to be too easy. Still, before we took those jokers out, we needed to make sure the roving guard patrol wouldn’t happen by at an inconvenient moment and spot our handiwork. So, instead of heading straight in, I pulled Amara off to the side and ducked into the corner of the dogleg, then settled in to wait. Part of being a good thief was preparation and intel. Not quite as flashy as Jack’s typical blunder-in-and-kill-everything-all-while-praying-it-works-out model, but far more effective in the long run. 

I pressed my back against the stone and settled into a low crouch. Amara did the same thing beside me, her shoulder pressed into mine. She was a reassuring presence.

Eight: Prison Break

The first guard patrol returned a handful of minutes later. They shuffled up to the sentries manning the gate and uttered a hasty and unenthusiastic report before turning and heading back out for another round. The guard on the left—a Wode in rusty armor—passed close enough that I could’ve reached out and flicked his ear, but the clueless sod never even noticed me. He was too absorbed in his conversation with the pretty Dawn Elf girl trotting along beside him. 

“God, I wish there were TV here,” he grumbled. “Seriously. Like Osmark Technologies owned Netflix, so how is it possible they don’t have access to the content? They should totally introduce a patch so we can start streaming again.” 

“There are dragons here, Larry. Dragons,” the Dawn Elf replied. “And you miss Real Housewives?” 

He shrugged. “Hey don’t judge me, okay. When I get off shift all I want to do is take a shower, kick my feet up, and turn my brain off for a little while. That doesn’t seem like too much to ask ...” The conversation faded as they moved up the hall, quickly swallowed by the dark. Still we waited. Our patience paid off when another pair of guards showed up ten minutes later, these two talking politics. As with the first pair of guards, they made their report with the sentries at the door—“All clear, nothing new or unusual to report at this time”—then turned and headed back out. 

Like the pair before them, these two hardly seemed to even be looking. At best, they were going through the motions. 

Ten minutes later, a third pair of guards showed up, these a bit more dour-faced and serious, though I wasn’t worried. It was ten minutes between their departure and the arrival of the first set of guards, who were now arguing over something called “Star Wars.” 

“Seriously,” Larry said, “how can you even pretend Star Wars is better than Star Trek? Star Trek is science. No, it’s more than that. It’s a nuanced, complicated exploration of what it means to be human, and Star Wars? Star Wars is Space wizards. You get that, right? Like the Jedi are just wizards with magical swords.” 

The Dawn Elf glowered at him. “Maybe some people like Space Wizards, Larry. Ever think about that, douche?” 

None of it meant anything to me, but the fervor and passion they spoke with meant these were likely some sort of religious factions, which pegged them both as Travelers. Once they departed again, I tugged on Amara’s arm and stole out into the hallway. I’d learned exactly what I needed to know—there were three patrols, each ten minutes apart. Which meant we had less than nine minutes to dispatch the guards at the gate, break into the prison, find our target, and get gone. 

I darted across the tunnel, taking the right side while Amara took the left. We padded forward on silent feet in perfect unison. When I got closer, I noticed one of the guards was reading a book—a heavy leather-bound tome. He was totally engrossed and not even pretending to pay attention. The guard on the other side was swaying lightly on his feet, fighting desperately to keep his heavy-lidded eyes open. Bloody hell, but this lot was bad at their jobs.

Obviously, the prison was where they put all the failures as some form of punishment. 

I crept around behind the book reader, pulled Plunder and Peril from my belt, then applied Shadow Poison for good measure. I needed this to be clean and quiet. Silent, even. The man never saw my daggers fall as they slammed into the base of his neck, earning me a massive Critical Hit and a wagonful of additional backstab damage. I pulled the blades free, and darted in behind him, hooking my forearms beneath his armpits, then gently pulling him back. Gently, I laid him on the floor, and his body immediately dissolved in a shower of light.

Another Traveler, then. 

I heard a soft thud from the other side of the tunnel as the second guard toppled, his legs simply refusing to hold him up. A quick glance at his health bar showed he was dead long before he ever hit the deck.

Amara stood over him, her dagger drawn, its edge covered in a line of crimson. That guard, too, broke apart in a shower of opalescent light, banished to the black for respawn. 

I didn’t linger, but headed immediately over to the door, dropping to one knee as I simultaneously triggered Rogue’s Intuition and the Locksmith skill. The lock exploded with a splash of red: a spike-pronged trap rigged to an alarm bell. No doubt the tips of the spikes would be coated liberally with virulent poison. I jiggled the lock, using my picks to jam the trap’s mechanism, then tore through the lock as though it were made of paper, not steel. The thick padlock clicked open. I pulled the chain free, then shouldered my way through the door, half expecting to find it barred from the far side. 

No. Once again, it was readily apparent that the Inquisitors just assumed no one would be stupid enough to break into their prison. The door pushed inward on silent hinges, admitting us to another hallway, this one filled with stone archways and more flickering torches. There were also three guards ahead, sitting around a rough-hewn circular table. Playing cards, of all things, while drinking flagons of golden ale. Poor bastards. I felt for them—I did. These probably weren’t bad blokes, just normal knuckleheads trying to get paid and drunk in equal measure.

But this? This was business. 

“Oh crap,” a beefy Risi on the fair side of the table stammered as he caught sight of me. He stood and stumbled back from his chair, scrambling for the heavy-headed mace at his belt. “Guys, company! Sound the alar—” 

I flicked my hand forward, unleashing a barrage of Night Blades which found his throat and face, ensuring he would never finish the sentence. The man choked, gasped, and toppled. Not dead, but close, and no doubt racked with some nasty debuffs to boot. Getting stabbed multiple times in the throat will do that to a man, I’d wager. The other two guards, both human Inquisitors garbed in heavy plate mail and tabards, shot up, knocking over the neat stacks of gold and silver coins they had laid out on the table.

I triggered one of my most potent abilities, Cloak and Dagger, as I bolted to the right. Shadows reached out to me and I vanished from view, gaining refuge in Stealth. Using this ability, I had an 80% chance to successfully drop into Stealth while engaged in combat. Hells, even with those boys staring me in the face, I had no problem disappearing from view.  

“Where the bloody hell did he go!” one guard bellowed, scanning the narrow hallway frantically. 

But then the words died as Amara rushed into the room like death incarnate, spinning, flipping, dancing, the ebony spear in her hands flashing out like an angry swamp serpent. Drawing their attention away from me. Time to act. I vaulted up into the air, legs flashing as I hurled a fresh round of daggers into the guard on the right, triggering Tactical Blow and Piercing Strike—both Bladed Weapons techniques. The conjured blades flew true, savaging the guard’s throat like an angry murk gator. He dropped, gasping for air as bright splashes of crimson leaked through his clenched fingers.

I finished my arc through the air, landing on the downed Risi, my feet crushing his chest as I sank a blade through his eye socket. Dead. Meanwhile, Amara lunged in, knocking aside the last Imperial’s gleaming blade before planting her spear into his groin, then finishing him off with a cruel hooked dagger to the kidney. Ugly business, but quick and efficient. All three dead, and all three corpses remained, which meant they were Citizens. Like Amara. Like me. Or at least, the way I’d been before Sophia’s magic. 

I pushed the corpses from my mind. We had less than eight minutes now to get our man and get gone before the roving patrols noticed our presence and sounded the alarm. 

There were cells off to the left and right, all of them occupied by men and women who had certainly seen better days. Each wore only threadbare clothing—no shoes, no gear, no weapons. They were dirty, too thin, and looked sleep deprived. Probably the effects of long-term debuff stacks. Bloody awful. “Please, let us out,” they called, frail arms straining through the bars. Pleading. I’m not exactly a moral man by anyone’s standard, but for a moment my steps faltered, and I considered taking the minute or two I would need to free them. 

Instead, I shook my head and pushed on.

Timeline was too tight. 

At the end of the hall I found what I was looking for: a cell with a heavy iron door that looked to weigh about a thousand pounds. Arcane runes and complicated geometric patterns of power—visible even to the untrained eye—were tattooed across the metal. Just like the door that led to Gentleman Georgie’s private suite, this was a door that no amount of picking would unlock. I fished Berrick’s replica key from my pocket and grinned as I slipped it into the lock. 

A turn. A click.

The door gave and I pulled the key out, revealing a dim, depressing, circular room, devoid of windows or even a bed. In the very center was a beefy wrought iron chair with a man sitting in it. He was broad-shouldered with long black hair, stringy and hanging down into his face. He was shirtless, and wore only homespun bottoms—the pant legs crudely ripped off just below the knees. Heavy iron clamps bound his wrists, arms, ankles, and thighs to the chair, while a huge set of crisscrossing chains were wrapped around his torso. 

We’d found Ito, of that there was no doubt. 

Still, I didn’t barge in. I had my Rogue’s Intuition blazing, inspecting the room for traps. I didn’t see any—which made me more tense, not less—but what I did see was unsettling enough. The walls were gray stonework, and gouged into their surface were even more runes. An endless army of them. I whistled through my teeth, momentarily fearful of stepping into the space.

Amara gasped as she slipped up beside me. “I’ve never seen a Dead Bind Room before,” she whispered, her tone equal parts awe and disgust. “Some part of me believed they were things of myth.” She faltered, lips pressed into a thin line. “Apparently, I was mistaken. Leave it to these Imperial curs to bring nightmares to life.” 

I grunted a reply, then rubbed at my jaw, hand trembling just slightly. 

For a Citizen, a binding room held no terror. After all, Citizens could only die once. But I wasn’t rightly a Citizen anymore. Dead Bind Rooms blocked all outside signals. No messaging. No quest logs. No way to communicate with the outside world. And if a Traveler were unfortunate enough to die within, their spawn point would automatically reset to the room itself. Trapped forever in a loop of death and rebirth, until they were freed. Most importantly—or perhaps most terribly—it was a loop without mead, wine, or ale. 

A living hell. 

Who knew how many times Ito had perished or how long it had taken him to die? My stomach hardened with resolve. 

I stepped forward, and Amara’s hand shot out, latching onto my forearm. “Be careful,” she said, concern etched into the lines of her face. 

I nodded and offered her an easy grin. “I’m far too good to shuffle off this mortal coil. And besides, the gods won’t let me die. I’m too handsome and too fun to end up in a shallow grave where no one can appreciate my pretty face and my razor-sharp wit. I’ll be fine.” I shot her a wink and pulled my arm free, taking a deep gulp, then banishing any hint of trepidation. I crouched, activating Stealth, and headed into the room, eyes constantly roving for threats. 

Nothing. 

“Hey friend,” I said, materializing as I gently slapped Ito on the cheek. “Friend, you alright?” 

The man bobbed his head, mumbling incoherently, somewhere between asleep and a drunken stupor. Drugged likely. So I’d have to haul him out of here. Unfortunate, but such is the roll of the dice sometimes. No time to worry about it, though. Time was ticking away and we had to move with a bloody quickness. I scanned the locks binding him to the chair, but once more found nothing by way of traps. Always suspicious, that. There were six heavy locks, but these were relatively simple things of iron and tumblers. 

I had all six done and off in less than half a minute. 

Once the iron bonds popped open and the chains fell free with a clatter, the man slumped forward, hands groping and flailing at me. Almost like he was trying to fight, but he had all the strength of a fuzzy kitten, two days old. 

“Easy there, grabby,” I grumbled, shooting my hands up under his armpits then hoisting him up onto my shoulder. The second his arse left that seat a terrible gong rang out, clanging and reverberating down the halls. In the same instant, the cell’s bricks began to grind and shift, giant spikes, each the size of my wrist, emerging, pushing toward the center of the room. What in the bloody hells? My jaw nearly dropped as I finally noticed the pressurized mechanical trigger built directly into the chair’s metal seat. Clever. I’d never have seen it until it was too damned late. 

Amara yelped from the hall. “Hurry! The door, it is trying to close.” Sure enough, the heavy iron door was straining to shut—the Huntress held it at bay, but she did so with trembling arms. We had seconds, tops. 

With a heave, I unceremoniously hurled Ito through the door like a sack of cornmeal, then triggered Acrobatics, throwing myself into a headlong dive, clearing the door seconds before it clanged shut, the lock reengaging with an audible thunk. I wiped a sheen of sweat from my forehead. Bugger me, but that had been close, and we still weren’t out of the chamber pot yet. That alarm would bring every damned guard in this whole place down on our head. 

Only one thing to do. Time for a little improvisation...   

Nine: Rat-ocalypse

The last prisoner cell swung open as the first guards burst through the heavy wooden doors that separated the tunnels from the prison proper. I recognized the pair immediately as Larry—who seemed to have a personal grievance against space wizards—and his Dawn Elf companion. They weren’t talking now, though. Instead they looked wild-eyed and terrified. 

“Holy shit, what in the hell is going on?” Larry screamed, watching in disbelief as the prisoners armed themselves with anything they could find. Stones. Torches. Table legs. A few of them, though, had real weapons. Blades. Short swords. Even armor. Because we’d given it to them. Junk gear, true, but that way they’d at least have a fighting chance. And a mage toward the back also had another little surprise, which I’d reluctantly parted with: the one-off scroll, Summon Greater Elemental, I’d pilfered from Frostulf. Things would get very interesting once that beastie came into play. 

“It’s some kinda revolt. I have no idea how they got out,” I barked, voice gruff, keeping my back to them. Ito was propped up between me and Amara, though none of us looked like the thieves we had even moments before. We’d donned the dead guards’ armor and stashed their corpses in one of the cells down the way. Now, I could only hope that these two were too oblivious and preoccupied to notice we were imposters. “But my guess is some kinda thief. We were playing cards when someone hit us hard. Then they headed for the guy in the Dead Bind Room.” 

“Shit!” Larry cursed, pulling free his sword with a trembling hand. “We are so screwed if that guy gets out. Berrick will have all our asses doing fetch quests for the rest of our lives. Come on!” With a roar he charged forward, sword raised high while the Dawn Elf edged into the action, chanting in some arcane tongue. A cleric of some sort. 

“We’re right behind you!” I called. Then as soon as Larry hit the wall of dirty prisoner bodies, Amara and I turned and hightailed it in the opposite direction. The cleric squawked at us over her shoulder—something about being no-good asshats—but then she was too busy with the prisoner spellcasters to pay us any mind. A guttural, elemental roar filled the air as a creature part volcano, part man tore its way into our realm, ready to rend and kill and rampage. 

We just kept right on sprinting. 

We hit the other two guard patrols, but quickly misdirected them off down the hall toward the prisoner revolt. No one even seemed to question why three of their own—one of them clearly bladdered as a Legionary on leave—were running away from the fight.

Gullible morons, though I imagine my Honeyed Words ability played a small role. 

In next to no time we were back in the tunnels, heading out the way we’d come. As much as I wanted to duck out and make a break with our prisoner in tow, the job was only half done. Originally, we’d planned for this to be quick, quiet, and easy. We’d bust our boy Ito out, then Amara would slip out the back with him while I headed to the ball to shank Sir Berrick and make a flashy exit. But with that alarm braying like a herd of bloody donkeys, there was no way she was going out the back. If Berrick was worth his salt, he’d have every bleeding exit locked down tight—no one in, no one out.  

Which meant Vlad, Jake, and Forge needed to come through. 

I heard the clank of armor and the heavy footfalls of booted feet from farther up.

Sounded like a whole support platoon on its way to quell the unruly bastards in the prison. They’d have a helluva time on their hands, though. We rounded the bend; the narrow tunnel connecting to the servants’ corridor was up ahead. Just a thin dark slice in the wall face, nearly invisible to the untrained eye. But me? Well I knew exactly what to look for. With a few deft prods, I coaxed the door open, pulling Amara and Ito into the passageway a handful of moments before the Templars stormed past like a stampede of mindless cows. 

I pulled the door shut, silent as a ghost, and turned into the warren of passages. Time to finish this thing right and proper. 

The servants’ tunnels were too narrow for us to walk two abreast, much less three abreast, which meant Amara ended up carrying Ito slung over her shoulder. Perhaps I should’ve done it, but honestly, carrying people wasn’t really thief work. That was muscle work, and technically on this heist Amara was the muscle. Plus, I needed to focus on the job, and carrying some smelly, sweaty, drugged-out prisoner simply wasn’t in my wheelhouse. 

After a fistful of minutes in the dark confines, we emerged onto the main floor, not far from the kitchen. The place was in absolute panic, driven along by the frenzied clanging of alarm bells. Staff scampered here and there without any real rhyme or reason. The squads of Inquisition Templars were a mite bit more orderly, but only a mite. Many had been at the ball, and were showing the effects—several swaying rather drunkenly, their armor a hodgepodge of formal ball attire and gleaming metal. 

It was obvious, however, they were off securing the exits, just as I’d anticipated. 

A surly looking female Accipiter wearing Templar leathers stopped in front of us. Unlike the rest of the guards, she was keen eyed and stone-cold sober. “You three,” she growled, eyes squinted, brow furrowed into canyon-like ridges. This one was an old hand, by the gray at her temples and the streaks of silver marring the feathers of her mighty wings. “Where are you off to? The call is for all hands to man battle stations.” 

Amara was already reaching for the dagger at her belt, but I shot her a quick, sidelong glance. No. I can handle this. 

“We’re from the guard rotation down in the prison,” I replied, shooting for just a tad panicked, which wasn’t that hard to fake. I flared my Honeyed Words ability as I spoke, and I could feel her emotions open up before me like a flower in bloom. She was deeply suspicious of us, which was natural. But Honeyed Words allowed me not only to sense her general emotional state, but to subtly push on it while I talked. And push I did. 

“There’s a mass breakout down there.” Trust me, trust me, trust me. I could feel her emotions shift slightly as she listened, the power of persuasion at work. “Somehow every prisoner in the cells is out, and they have weapons, too. We were told to come and report directly to Seneschal Berrick.” I paused, then dropped my voice low so that she had to lean in to hear my Honeyed Words. “It has something to do with the man in the Dead Bind Room.” 

The color drained from her copper-hued face. And just like that, I had her. 

“Yes. Go. He’s holding down the fort with the guests in the main ballroom.” She waved a dismissive hand, then offered us her winged-back, her mind already elsewhere. 

I jerked my head at Amara and off we went. Once the Accipiter was out of sight, Amara resumed her duties, slinging old boy over her shoulders while I took point. The hallways closer to the ballroom were rather deserted, save for a few wayward servants running toward the kitchen with silver serving trays in hand. They look terrified, the whole lot of them. Couldn’t blame them, really. It wasn’t every day that someone had the gall to try and attack the bloody Inquisitors’ Chapter Hall, especially with a man like Berrick at the helm. 

We wound our way through the passages until we finally hit the doors leading into the ballroom. A pair of hard-faced Inquisitors stood watch, but let us pass after just a few quick words—after all, no potential threat would willingly run into an area brimming with Inquisitors. And damned were there a lot of the Templar bastards inside. I pulled up my interface as we strode in, and quickly dispatched the pre-written message to Vlad I’d penned before entering the Chapter Hall:

<<<>>>

Personal Message:

Vlad,

Unleash the rats in five.

—Cutter

<<<>>>

Message sent, I dismissed the screen and scanned the room. 

The finely dressed guests huddled together in tight pockets, talking in hushed conspiratorial tones, while several squads of high-ranking Inquisitors milled about, their weapons sheathed—no point in alarming the guests unduly—though even at a glance it was clear they were strung tighter than an acolyte priest in the brothel district. 

The man I needed to kill stood damned near the middle of the room, his evening wear gone, replaced by his full battle kit. If Berrick had looked intimidating before, he looked positively ferocious now. His silver armor was polished to a mirror finish, and a massive tower shield bearing the Imperial crest rode his back. A sword rested at his hip, but his main weapon was a jewel-studded silver scepter which he had out, the scepter head resting lazily on his shoulder.

Clearly, this was a man expecting a fight, and he wasn’t alone. A full contingent of armed and armored Templars surrounded him in a loose circle. Trying to sneak through that lot would be bloody near impossible—at least it would be for a lesser thief. 

“Wait for the cavalry,” I whispered at Amara, giving her a light shove. “And no matter what happens, you leave this to me. Your job is to get that man out of here. I can handle Berrick.” With that I slipped over to the wall and dropped into Stealth. I ghosted toward a fluted column while Amara headed for a group of Templars, trying to avoid drawing notice. Once I made it behind the column, I ditched the pilfered Inquisitor gear, glad to have it gone, then pulled on my familiar leathers, followed by the Sicarii cowl. I could get close enough to plant a dagger in his back, but once I struck, I’d be exposed to the world. 

Couldn’t well go showing my face in front of this crowd after assassinating their glorious, saintly, perfect, orphan-saving leader. 

With my gear back in place where it belonged, I stole along the edges of the room until I had a more or less straight path to Berrick. I glanced at my interface clock—two minutes until Vlad unleashed the swarm—then steeled myself and moved. My steps were a whisper against the sound of murmuring voices and the uncomfortable shifting of restless feet. In moments I was at the ring of soldiers encircling Berrick in a barricade of bodies. But they weren’t shoulder to shoulder, and that was their failing. 

One I exploited. 

I dropped low and slithered between a pair of Inquisitors—both Wodes—and suddenly found myself a handful of feet from Berrick’s back. Never would there be a better opportunity to strike, and I had one minute to do the deed. More than enough time. Sweat beaded and rolled down my forehead, but I resisted wiping it away since even that much movement might show my hand and alert my target or one of his guards. Still, I paused and licked my lips, grip tightening around the hilt of my daggers as I activated my Shadow Poison effect, coating my blades in deadly toxin.  

Berrick said something—an offhand comment about how no one would be fool enough to attack the Chapter Hall—then offered a gruff laugh. 

A laugh filled with self-assurance and cock-sure confidence. This was a man who believed himself immune from the long reach of the Thieves Union.

Time to teach him differently. As he guffawed, I struck like a pit viper with its blood up. 

I lunged, a vengeful ghost, and triggered Double Strike, Piercing Strike, and Tactical Blow all at once. The deadly cocktail of effects, combined with my Backstab multiplier, would put the sod out right and proper. One hit, one kill, and then a bit of flare as I slipped away in the chaos which would ensue any moment. 

My dual blades carved through the air—

And then, against all odds, Berrick wheeled about like a man possessed, putting distance between us as he brought his scepter around in a wicked arc, aimed squarely at my head.

My eyes widened. The weapon was hurtling toward me like a bloody cannonball, and there wasn’t a bloody damned thing I could do. I’d committed to the lunge, and even with Acrobatics and Uncanny Grace, there was no getting out of this shitestorm. I raised my left arm on instinct. 

The scepter head slammed into my forearm with crushing force, bright white lances of pain racing through my body as my arm shattered. Thank the gods above and below, though, because that saved my skull from absorbing the hit—something which would’ve ended me without a doubt. I grunted in pain, the dagger in my left hand clattering to the floor since my fingers refused to work. A combat notice flashed in the corner of my eye:

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Fractured Arm: You cannot use your left arm and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration, 2 minutes. 

Blunt Trauma: You have sustained severe Blunt Trauma damage! Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>

Well, bollocks. 

I scampered back, but there was nowhere to go, not with Berrick in front of me and his crew of bootlickers around us. The schwick of weapons being drawn was an ominous sound—the noise of my impending execution. Couldn’t imagine that was going to be pleasant. 

Berrick should’ve attacked then. But instead, he paused, offering me a malicious grin. An I win grin. “Stay your weapons,” he said, raising his off hand. “I will handle this one.” He directed his smile at me. “One of my staff has recently informed me that we’ve lost our guest from the Dead Bind Room, so perhaps we’ll have to extend our gracious hospitality to you, Sicarii.” A glimmer of hope burned in my chest. No ... This moron couldn’t be so dull. He had the upper hand, and instead of ending me, he was going to gloat and then try to take me alive. 

I pulled up my interface. Twenty seconds.

“How did you know we’d come for you?” I asked, shifting on the balls of my feet, ready to move in any direction. 

“Because your kind is utterly predictable, despite the fact that you all think you’re so clever,” he said with a contemptuous sneer. “I knew an opportunity to both liberate your companion and plant a dagger in my back would prove too sweet a temptation for the Thieves Guild to resist—” 

“Not a guild,” I corrected, spinning my remaining dagger, Plunder, with a flourish. “More of a union for like-minded individuals.” 

He continued on with hardly a pause. “Regardless of what you call yourselves, I knew you would come. Why do you think we held the ball here of all places? Why, only to draw you and your ilk out.” He paused, cocking his head to one side, forehead creased. “I must confess, though, that I’m quite surprised you managed to get past the guards below. And that you were somehow able to get a copy of my key”—he slipped the heavy brass key from the pouch at his belt with his off hand—“is a true testament to your skill.” He dipped his head, a sign of begrudging respect. “Very impressive, indeed. But—”

“Wait,” I said, stalling for more time. “Let me guess, you want to know how I expected to assassinate you in a room full of Templars, eh?” 

He pursed his lips and shook his head. “No, not at all. Your assassination attempt would’ve been successful, I have no doubt. My only saving grace on that front was that you failed to realize I’m no regular Inquisitor. My class specialty is Marshal—what your kind affectionately refer to as a Thief Breaker.” 

And suddenly it clicked into place, why he held such a torch against the Union, and how he was able to thwart my attack. Thief Breakers specialized in handling Rogues of all stripes. They were made to find us. Hunt us. Counter us. And Thief Breakers had a notorious skill called Sixth Sense, which made it all but impossible to backstab them. Bloody bad luck there. 

Thankfully, I make my own bloody luck. 

“No,” he said after a moment, “I’m wondering how you planned to escape after you killed me. Now that is a feat I should’ve liked to see.” 

“Well, the night isn’t over yet, friend. Might be I still have a few surprises waiting up my sleeves.” I grinned and twirled my dagger. 

The screams started in earnest a second later as the countdown timer hit zero. Vlad was right on time ...

Ten: Escape

Rats—big ol’ things the size of small alley cats—poured into the room through the narrow exterior windows, which were too small for a man, but plenty big enough for them. They came from everywhere, led to the ballroom by the amber liquid I’d spread around while dining. Rat Queen pheromones, Vlad said. There were thirty of them, easily, and though they posed no real physical threat to the Templars, they sowed absolute chaos in their wake. Ball-goers—most of whom were feather-soft socialites who’d never earned a single experience point in a real dungeon—simply screamed and scattered, making for the exits, pushing and screaming, ensuring the guards had their hands full. 

And that chaos only got worse as the rats started exploding, thanks to the glassy alchemic grenades strapped to their backs. Vlad had the bombs on a delayed timer set to explode at random intervals, blowing chunks of rat everywhere, while the orbs themselves unleashed rolling waves of toxic green fog that would temporarily incapacitate anyone without the antidote. Nobles started to topple, legs giving out as they fell in heaps, unconscious. And the vast majority of Templars didn’t fare any better. 

One of the rats charged us and exploded a handful of feet away, the swirling cloud of green choking out the armored guards nearby. I smiled at Berrick and pulled out a small vial, then popped the cork. “Bottoms up, friend,” I said, chugging the antidote Vlad had given me before the ball. I tossed the vial aside, waiting for Berrick to simply fall unconscious ...

Except he never did. 

“Thief Breakers are immune from all poison and disease,” he offered, charging forward, red-faced, eyes burning with hate. Whatever game he’d been playing before was over. He intended to kill me, and everything else be damned. I sidestepped his scepter and darted in low, knife blade angled toward his stomach. But he was wearing heavy plate, which made my attacks nearly useless, unless of course I could score a hit in the joints of his armor. 

Berrick shuffled back and my blade clanged uselessly off his armor. I bolted right, quick as a wink, but he was ready. He laid into me with a brutal front kick that caught me in the gut, doubling me over. Before I could recover, he twirled his battle scepter and brought it low, slamming it squarely into my face in a brutal uppercut. There was a flare of opalescent light as the scepter hit—some specialty no doubt—and the world spun as I left the ground, flipping arse over elbow. Critical Hit flashed in the edge of my vision, and my HP dropped into the Critical zone, strobing red. 

I thudded onto the ballroom floor, rolling across slick granite.

Berrick stalked forward, determination carved into his every motion. Where the hell is Vlad? I thought, everything fuzzy inside my head. But then a pair of hands slipped around me and hauled me to my feet. Amara. She’d donned her Huntress leathers once more and had her Sicarii mask firmly in place. She shoved a healing potion into my hands, then drew her bow, a corrosive arrow instantly nocked. I chugged the potion, glorious warmth washing through my body in a flood. It instantly mended lacerations and broken bones, eliminating debuffs.

“You can’t win,” Berrick said. “A clever move, the vermin, but look around you.” He swept his free hand around the room. “You are still badly outnumbered.” I glanced left, then right. He wasn’t wrong. Most of the partygoers were down or gone—fled from the room and deeper into the keep—but over half the Templars were still on their feet. Apparently, Berrick had surrounded himself with other Thief Breakers. “Give up now,” he said, “and I will find a shred of mercy in my soul for the pair of you. You can die qui—”

An enormous boom from overhead shook the room and cut his words short. 

Huge chunks of stone—some the size of my fist, others larger than a bloody wagon tire—rained down from directly above Berrick. I hadn’t planned that, but considering all the shite breaks we’d taken since emerging from the prison below, I figured we were due a little good fortune. Berrick’s head whipped back, mouth falling open, eyes wide in confusion. But he was quick on his feet and threw himself into a blazing-fast roll, dodging the majority of the debris. 

I, likewise, scrambled away, using the time to snag my second dagger from the floor, before spinning and squaring up with the Templar again. 

“Make sure they don’t leave alive!” Berrick thundered, spittle flying. 

The remaining Inquisitors responded like the well-coordinated strike force they were.

Instead of simply charging us, every man for themselves, Berrick came at us head-on with a man to his left and right, while two more Templars swung wide, ready to flank Amara and me from the sides. To hem us in. Two additional Templars actually moved back, posting up in front of the exit to ensure we couldn’t simply rabbit through the mass of troops and make a break for it unchallenged. But none of them were expecting our reinforcements.

Forge and Jake, both wearing Sicarii cowls and nondescript noob gear—no identifying marks that could be traced back to them—dropped down through the yawning hole above on nearly indestructible spider-silk rope lines. The pair hit like thunder and lightning, then exploded into motion. Forge charged the lesser Templars trying to outmaneuver us and hammer us from the right flank. Boy, were they in for a world of hurt. Jake, on the other hand, saw Amara with her bow out and immediately bounded to her side, helping her fight through the heavy hitters on the left. 

Once they took care of that crew, I knew Jake and Amara would grab Ito and run, which meant the only thing I needed to worry about was killing Berrick. I could practically feel those gold coins running through my fingers. 

Berrick was moving toward me again, but I was fresh, and now I knew exactly what I was up against. Most of my Stealth moves would be utter rubbish against him, which meant I’d just have to be faster. Better. Smarter. Cut his arse down one blow at a time. And that? That I could do. Instead of pulling his shield, he pulled the sword tucked away at his belt—wielding the blade in his left hand, the scepter in his right—and came at me like a tornado of glinting steel. I flipped over my left dagger, the blade running against my forearm, and met him head-on. 

The broadsword flashed, but I nimbly parried it with the off-hand blade, then ducked below the clobbering battle scepter. He reversed his cut, slashing back toward me with the sword—

I was already rolling, the blade cleaving the air where I’d been moments before. I came up behind him, though down on one knee. His whole back was heavily armored, so scoring a hit there would be near to impossible. But the creases of his knees were vulnerable, guarded only by a thin strip of leather. I trailed my left blade across the back of one leg, opening a deep gash, then slammed my right blade all the way through the other joint, crippling both legs at once. Berrick cried out and tried to spin, but with my right blade lodged firmly in place, he was gods-awful slow.

And in no small amount of pain, I’d wager.

I flipped back, landing on my hands, then sprang away as his blade arced through the air. This time the blow never even came close. 

I landed in a crouch and promptly conjured a fan of Night Blades, which I hurled at his face while he blundered toward me like a Steamwraith badly in need of joint oil. 

The blades flew true, but he simply swatted them away with his mace. 

That was fine. Another bit of sleight of hand, there. While he was focused on the smoky daggers, I triggered Cloak and Dagger, temporarily vanishing from sight in a veil of Stealth. True, as a Thief Breaker, he was basically immune from Backstab, but that didn’t mean he could pierce my Stealth at will. I juked right, then pushed up, activating Acrobatics as I vaulted through the air, easily passing over Berrick’s head, then landing silently behind him. Instead of trying to skewer him with my blade, I grabbed a handful of gritty red blinding powder from a pouch at my belt, then spun and flung the dust directly into his face. 

The act, which counted as an attack, revealed me to the world, but that didn’t help Berrick, who screamed bloody murder. The Inquisitor dropped his blade and clawed at his eyes, trying to clear out the painful powder, which also reduced his vision to zero for the next fifteen seconds. Fifteen seconds might not seem like much to most folk, but to a Nightblade in striking range? That was all the time in the world. I dropped into Stealth again, and since Berrick was blind, I didn’t even need to use Cloak and Dagger. I stole right, slipping behind him, raising my blade high.

I had no doubt that Berrick’s Sixth Sense ability was screaming inside his head at this very moment, but he was hobbled by my blades and blinded by my dust. I lashed out, and though he tried to throw himself out of harm’s way, he was far too slow. Once more I triggered Double Strike, Piercing Strike, and Tactical Blow. My Stamina plunged by a quarter, but it would be well worth it. My blade fell and this time it landed firmly in the back of Berrick’s neck. Just above the edge of his heavy plate mail. 

Critical Hit!

Berrick stumbled, reeling unsteadily for a moment as his HP dropped. His hands fell to his sides, the heavy battle scepter thudding to the floor, followed quickly by his blade. And then he was on flat on his face, completely still even though he had a sliver of red remaining to his name. 

“Come on,” Forge screamed as he barreled past me, toward one of the spiderweb lines dangling down from above. He had Ito draped across his back and carried the man without the slightest sign of effort. He grabbed the line and slipped his foot into a small loop at the bottom, then gave it a series of sharp tugs. The line went taut and started to rise, pulled upward by the crank winch attached to my zephyr. The very same Goblin-crewed zephyr Sophia had gifted me with for cleaning up the Realm of Order. 

Jake streaked by a moment later, followed in short order by Amara, who was still busy firing corrosive-tipped arrows at the handful of remaining Templars still alive or conscious. I crouched, pulled my daggers free from Berrick’s neck, then flipped him onto his back and stared him dead in the face. I needed to kill him, to end him. He had it out for the Union, and if I left him be, it would only spell trouble for us later on.

“Do it then,” he choked out, apparently able to speak but do nothing else.

I raised my blade, ready to drive it into his face. 

But then I heard the most annoying thing in the back of my bloody head—Jack’s voice. This is the convenient thing, but is it the right thing? Berrick might not like you, but that doesn’t make him a monster. But if you kill him like this, it will make you a murderer. Once upon a time, perhaps, I wouldn’t have thought twice about planting a dagger in this man’s teeth. Putting him down, taking his scalp, and selling it to the Imperials if it meant another gold coin in my pocket. 

But these days? Eh, that sod Jack had rubbed off on me, and doing this, even to a pompous jackass like Berrick, just didn’t seem right. Especially with him lying defenseless on the floor. Bloody hells. 

I stowed my dagger and stood, darting back to a third spider-silk line where Amara waited for me, her foot already in the loop. Ready to fly. She fired one more wave of arrows, then stashed her bow and threw her arm around me while I grabbed the line. She gave the signal, and the rope lurched upward. I glanced down at the still paralyzed Berrick sprawled gracelessly across the floor. I shot him the flick with my free arm. “Go bugger yourself, Berrick.” And then the rope pulled us through the hole. The cool night air above Harrowick slapped against my face, carrying the scent of the Bleak Sea to the east. 

Once the winch pulled tight, Amara and I climbed up and over the wooden rail of the airship. 

The crew, a whole bunch of pint-sized, barrel-chested, lanky-armed Goblins, scampered around the deck, securing lines and feeding coal into the furnace, or scurried about the rigging as they prepared the sails. Forge and Jake were over by the ship’s wheel, already chatting it up with Vlad. 

“And the rats, they worked, da?” Vlad asked, puffing contentedly at a fat pipe hanging from his lips, a plume of pungent smoke wafting up. 

“Shoulda seen it, dude,” Jake replied with a grin, his Sicarii mask gone now. “Rat guts everywhere, and nobles screaming, at least da ones dat weren’t passed out.” He pressed his fingers to his lips. “It was a thing of beauty, ya know? Brilliant.” 

Vlad cackled madly as he scooted over, making room for me as I pulled my mask free and took the wheel.

“Come on,” Forge said, eyeing me and Amara, “let’s leave the lovebirds alone. I’ve got booze and cards down in the hold.” 

Amara slung her arm around my waist, pressing herself into my side. “I am proud of you,” she finally said as I checked the heading and idly spun the wheel. “You could’ve killed him. It was in the quest. But you did the honorable thing in sparing him, I think.” She fell silent for a moment. “And now what shall we do?” 

“Set course for Rowanheath,” I called out over my shoulder to the crew. The Goblins hurried to comply, trimming the sails and unfurling the starboard jig. “I have business there. After all, the Guild won’t bloody run itself, and we have work to do.” I paused and squeezed her tight. “First, though, mead. A whole bathtub full.” 
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By Raymond Johnson

THE SPIDER WAS NAMED Shhhclahk, and she was merely one of thousands that the great mother had spawned since the manling had arrived. She was a small spider, barely the span of a man’s hand, and there was nothing special about her. There was nothing to differentiate her from the thousands of others like her. She was brown with slight tufts of hair on her abdomen, and when she got older she would slowly become darker until she could not be distinguished from a shadow.

She was an obedient soldier, but she did not understand the Queen’s attachment to the man-thing. In Shhclahk’s eyes, man-things were prey—nothing more, nothing less—but she had to respect the mother’s wishes. At least until she was large enough to challenge her. For now, Mother had sent the command that the man-thing known as Grim Jack was to be protected and obeyed as if he were she. 

That was how the spiderling had found herself hidden up his sleeve as he charged into battle. She’d nestled herself around his forearm, so lightly that he had not even noticed her presence. She took pride in the fact that she’d been stealthy enough to find herself in a position where she could have struck at the manling. She could, upon her slightest whim, sink her mandibles into his flesh and inject him with her venom, but that had been forbidden. 

Mother’s wishes had to be obeyed. 

Still, she almost shuddered when she suppressed the temptation to bite him, and that would have given her presence away. Shhhclahk might have been young, but she was disciplined. She would not bite no matter how delicious his fluids smelled, nor would she reveal herself to him unless he was endangered. Spiders were renowned for their patience. She could wait there forever if needs dictated it be so.

The manling did not move like others of his kind. She could respect and understand that. She could barely feel the vibrations of his footfalls, and he did not rustle his clothing or breathe out loud. He was as silent as a man-thing could be, and his movements were as fluid as water. He kept his heartbeat under control as well; it kept a steady dedicated rhythm as he moved. This man was very careful and seemed to be aware of his surroundings at all times.

The longer she rode along, the more Shhhclahk recognized the predator in him, and after only a few hours, she could see why the Great Mother had given him her respect. 

Her sisters had said that he had bested their mother and earned her admiration. That was long before Shhhclahk’s clutch had hatched. They had also said that Mother had killed him shortly thereafter, just to show him she was not one to be trifled with. Shhclahk could not understand how he was alive now if that were true. And she had no reason to doubt that it was; her kind did not lie. Perhaps her understanding of his kind would grow as she got older—if she lived to get older. It was rare for more than two or three from a clutch of thousands to survive into adolescence. 

Suddenly, and without warning, the spider sensed the man’s heart rate increasing. Blood was pounding through his arteries, and the scent of it made her giddy. She instantly knew that danger was nearby and that the human was about to enter battle. He shouted something and his foe yelled back. She could not hear what he had said, but she could understand a challenge when she heard one. It was a primal thing that only a true predator could understand. Her kind rarely issued challenges to their food, only to others of their kind, and she knew that in a matter of moments blood would be spilt. 

She thought the man-thing should be more like a spider—should draw its prey into a trap before striking. That was the difference between their races. A spider preferred to observe its enemy, and when the time was right, to strike its foe unawares, whereas manlings blundered in teeth gnashing and swords flashing before they knew what they were facing. The others had told Shhhclahk that this man was more like a spider than the others of his kind, and he had not only outwitted Mother, but forced her to attack an enemy of his own. In hindsight, she could respect his calculated weaving of events to rid himself of a foe and not have to do a thing to stop them himself. That was very spider-like, and clearly Mother had recognized such wisdom as an admirable trait.

She tried to peer out from his sleeve to see what he was fighting, but his arm waved about like a gossamer web strand caught in the wind. She saw only flashes of light, heard a cacophony of sound, and recognized the frantic energy of battle. She heard the man say the word “stride,” and suddenly her world became dark.

Instantly, Shhhclahk knew she was no longer in Eldgard. 

She was somewhere . . . other. The man seemed calm. He’d paused and was surveying his surroundings. She took his inaction as a chance to scurry from the cover of his sleeve. She was no good to him hiding. Her intention was to climb upon his shoulder and assess the situation as quickly as possible. Once she had a grasp of where she was and what was happening around her, she could better decide how to help her charge. She’d been sworn to protect him even at the cost of her own life, and as much as that thought sickened her, she could not go against the wishes of the Queen Mother.

As she climbed his arm, the manling broke into a sprint and she was thrown free. 

She found herself whirling through the air like a dandelion seed caught in the wind. She could not orient herself enough to see what was going on: it was too dark, and she was not touching the ground to feel vibrations. A moment later, she landed gently and found herself by the leg of another manling. She did not recognize his kind, so she assumed he must be a Vogthar warrior. 

Without thinking, she tried to sink her fangs into his leg, but they simply fell on empty air. She could not touch him. She whirled about, seeking the one whom she was meant to protect. She saw him ready his weapon before another of those odd manlings, and she would have cried out that he wouldn’t be able to touch him, but she lacked the capability of speech. Then, she saw him abruptly fade away into the shadows. Gone.

She remained. Alone and vulnerable, awash in shadows and with no idea of where she was. She had failed in her mission. Her only job was to protect that manling, and he was gone. He had stranded her without realizing it, and she had no idea of how to make it home. A lesser creature would tremble and fear, but Shhhclahk was a predator. She was a potential queen, and she would fear nothing. She took in her surroundings. She let her eight eyes scan the darkness while her legs felt for the slightest tremor that would warn her when something approached. She would know where it was before it became aware of her, if it ever did, and if it was prey she would strike from the darkness. 

If it was a predator, then she would either fight or flee. Spiders did not bargain.

In moments, she knew her immediate area intimately; she saw several places in which she could hide. Whether she used them to hide or to strike from was merely a matter of chance and happenstance. Once she was certain that nothing was proximal to her, she crept forward. She inched along, placing each leg delicately and deliberately. She left nothing to chance in this world of shadows. Her priorities had changed. She no longer needed to concern herself with the man-thing; now her sole focus was on survival. 

She spent several hours scurrying from one place to another, always careful to note her passage so that if she needed to retreat she would know the best places to secret herself. 

She knew that just because she was a predator, she was not necessarily an alpha. Not like her queen. She had to pick her battles wisely. A spider of her size and stature would not stalk a stag. A wise hunter knew her limitations. After some time, she grew hungry. Her kind could go long periods without food after eating a large meal, but she had not fed sufficiently for that to be the case, and time felt as if it moved differently here. She had no idea of how long she had been in the stygian darkness of this land.

It was as the first pangs of hunger struck her that she noticed something familiar. It was not a tree or a bush in which she could make a web, but rather it was a man structure. She thought it was called a corridor or a tunnel. She could not recall which, and in truth, she didn’t care. She was astute enough, however, to realize that prey was often found in such places. 

The corridor was falling apart. She could see that easily. A wooden door that was smashed and splintered lay on the ground before the opening. The frame for the opening was eroded and crumbling, and she knew that it was unsafe to build a web there. A slight vibration could cause it to collapse. 

She edged inside slowly, noting that the interior walls were solid and well built. More importantly, they were stable. The floor slanted downward at a slight angle. There was a faint draft coming from the tunnel, and upon it came the scent of prey. It was distant but unmistakable; somewhere in the darkness lurked her food. She merely had to enter the unknown to get it.

There was no thought. She moved on instinct alone. She soon found herself edging up the wall until she nearly touched the ceiling. She never slowed, but kept a steady pace; an outside observer might have called it a measured creep if they’d had the courage to stay and watch her. Her anticipation was so great that she nearly clicked her mandibles in excitement, but she managed to hold herself in check. A true hunter did not announce herself to her quarry. She continued on until her legs could feel the vibrations of something scurrying below her. 

At that she froze mid-motion, and ever so slowly she oriented herself to see what was below her. 

While her legs could sense the movement, her eyes had trouble seeing what was beneath her. She waited patiently, and after a period of time she made out the form of what looked like a rat. It was so black that it actually stood out against the darkness. Instantly, it made her think of the man-thing’s monster—the one called Devil. The rat looked similar in make to that great beast, and she had to wonder if it was as ferocious as he was. She had seen Devil kill a dozen manlings in the span of seconds. She doubted that this rodent bore any such power, but a predator studied its prey before attacking. 

She would give it time.

Shhhclahk kept within sight of her quarry for several more hours. She noted that it was not intelligent like her, and it clearly had only the wits and cunning of a normal rat. 

Soon, she became certain that she could easily take this prey down without fear of harm or death befalling her. So, she waited until the rat positioned itself beside the wall, and when it was close enough she pounced. 

The vermin never even realized it was under assault. 

She dropped onto its back and drove her fangs into the nape of the beast’s neck. Her venom stunned it before it could draw in a breath, and in mere moments, she had it cocooned within a fibrous blanket of her webbing. Holding the rat with her pedipalps, she vanished up the wall to dine on her prize. She let it sit for a few minutes, allowing the venom to work. Her poison would liquefy the shadow rat’s innards, and she would use her chelicerae to chew through the creature, which would then allow her to suck its fluids at her leisure. 

Spiders were very civilized eaters. Their prey never felt any pain, and when their meal was done, the remains were nothing more than a desiccated husk. Other predators were messy feeders. They often ate their meals while they were still alive, and when they finished, they left behind a rotting carcass and a blood trail that stained the land. So very much went to waste with the other predators.

She finally sank her fangs into the rat and began to take its essence into herself. She immediately recognized that something was odd. The rat’s blood was not warm and savory—instead, it was cold and sweet. It also provided a powerful rush throughout her body. She felt more powerful than she ever had before, but at the same time, the blood froze her mind like it was exposed to an ice storm. She found that she was more focused and more aware of not only her surroundings, but of herself as well. She could sense that she had become stronger and faster. 

Her eyes adjusted better to the darkness as well. Whereas before she had struggled to differentiate the rat from the shadows, she was certain that she would not have that problem now. Everything was more defined, and she noted ambient light where none had existed before. More importantly, she was still hungry.

Five rats later, she was robust with energy. The darkness now embraced her fully, and she could hear its hum in her blood. She did not know why the prey here made her feel this way, and she did not care. She liked the darkness; before coming here she was lucky to eat once a week, and she always had to share her meals. She had so many sisters and they were just as hungry as she was, but in this land of shadows she had eaten her fill and had taken prey as a true hunter would. She wanted to move on and look for more food, but she found herself unable to move in spite of an endless supply of energy. Her body simply froze in place near the ceiling, and before she knew what was happening, she was asleep.

When she awakened, she found that she had molted; her old skin was an empty shell below her. She’d quadrupled in size and would no longer fit in the manling’s sleeve. She could now, at best, ride about on his back if she ever saw him again. 

This was surprising. 

She was not due to molt for some time, and yet she had done so anyway. Her exoskeleton was now a sleek black, with light lines of silver forming a web-like pattern on her abdomen. Her pedipalps were made of a stronger chitin, and ended in serrated blades rather than piercing spear-like tips as before. Her body armor was also stronger than before, her legs were more sensitive to vibration, and her eyes could see twice as far. She took a tentative step with her new legs, and she was amazed at the speed with which she moved.

She crawled forward, careful to make no sound, to give away no hint of her presence. The molting had clearly taken a lot out of her, because in spite of her newfound strength, she was hungry again. She now wanted something more substantial than the rats she had so happily feasted on before her molting. She wanted a challenge, something to fill her stomach—something to prove that she was an alpha predator. Then, she caught hold of herself. That kind of thinking was what made you into prey, she realized solemnly. Real hunters let their prey do the work for them; they did not expend their energy needlessly. 

She was about to crawl down the corridor wall when she noticed a small blue box flashing in the left-hand corner of her vision. No matter which way she rotated her legs, the box remained in the same space, seemingly floating just within reach of her pedipalp. Slowly, she extended her limb until it lightly brushed the spectral square. While she had not actually touched it physically, her intention and the passing of her limb in its space activated the box.

A gravelly male voice resounded in her head—the sound of boulders grinding against one another. It was very unlike Mother’s voice. Her voice was devoid of love, light, and compassion, just as a hunter’s spirit should be. This voice, however rough, made her feel special. Important. She was not just another drone. She was meant for something special. In just a few words, she could actually feel in a way she never had before.

“Congratulations, Shhhclahk. You have just opened a special lock I had placed before you. You have awakened the ancient power of the Umbra that but a minority of beings in Eldgard possess the potential to use.”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It was in her head and outside of it. It caused the floor to tremble and the walls around her to shake, and yet she knew that they were actually as still as the dead. She’d frozen in place, her one leg still lifted in the air, as she scanned her surroundings for the source of the mysterious voice.

“I am the one who brought you here. It is against the way of things, but my need was great. The Vogthar Horde is coming, and if they succeed, then there will be nothing left of our world. The man that your mother tasked you to protect? He is the instrument of Sophia, my sister, and Overmind of Order and Balance. Such a creature as he would not normally be within the purview of our kind, but he is instrumental to all of our survival. His success or failure is woven into the heart of the tapestry of our fates. If he fails, everything unravels and we are lost.” 

The voice paused, and Shhhclahk began clicking and hissing from her chelicerae. The spider suddenly realized that even though she was not large enough to create words as the bipedals did, she was doing so anyway. “Who are you? Why have you chosen me for this responsibility? I do not even like the manling. I would just as soon feast on him as I should all prey that I encounter. Would it not be better to have the Queen Mother aid the man-thing?”

“All you need know about me is that I am a god, and you and your kind fall under my care. My rulership. I care not for the world of men, but for the world of beasts? Of monsters and dark horrors? Of predators of the forest and prey beasts of the field? These are my concern, and the manling’s success, or failure, affect us, so we will aid him as we can. As all the sane Overminds do.” The god paused for a long beat, as though considering whether he should say more.

Finally, he said, “I am called Cernunnos and I have chosen you because, in spite of your doubts, you are tenacious, loyal, and you have respect for those who have earned it in your eyes. Give it time, and perhaps this Grim Jack will earn your respect. As to your question about your mother—you need only know that she has her own role to play. One only she can fill. Her destiny lies elsewhere.” 

There was silence for the space of three heartbeats, then voice continued, “You are no longer just an Eldgard Spider of Hellweb Hollow. You now walk the path toward becoming an Immortal Void Terror. Should you succeed, you will gain powers your mother never dreamed of. Provided of course that you survive the trials ahead of you. Are you willing to do this, Daughter of the Hellweb, Child of the Shadowed Spinnerets? Are you a predator who strikes from the darkness, never seen nor felt save for a moment of shock and surprise, or are you prey? What say you?”

Shhhclahk drew back at the assertion that she was anything but a hunter. 

Venom dripped from her fangs, and a challenging hiss issued from her that would have frightened the most hardened of the Vogthar warriors. “I. Am. Not. Prey!” came her response. Her whole body quivered in anger, and before she realized it she was hissing an angry, “Chit! Chit! Chit!” She leaped into the air and landed against the opposite wall silently. In spite of her anger, she realized that her claw tufts—the hairs at the tips of her legs—were now as sharp and as hard as steel daggers. She was not clinging to the wall by those hairs now. She had driven the tips of her legs into the wall itself. She had done so silently, she noted to herself.

“No,” came the voice, brimming with fiery confidence, “you are not prey.”

Shhhclahk calmed. She tapped her right foreleg against the wall gently, considering what the god, Cernunnos, had asked of her. “How may I serve you, Father?” she chirped.

“I am the god of beasts and monsters, and through you I have created a new type of warrior. You will aid the Champion of Order. How you do that I leave to you. I have given you the Shadow-Spark, which binds you to the darkness. I will now awaken your first ability—you must choose which skill you believe will benefit you the most. I cannot make such a choice for you. Decide.” The voice boomed the last word. 

With that, another blue square appeared within her vision. She brushed it with a pedipalp, and it opened. White words written across the blue field of the floating square. Words that she could, somehow, read.

<<<>>>

Ability: Shadow-Spark

Only a handful of Eldgard’s natives possess the inborn Shadow-Spark needed to harness the ancient power of the Umbra. Fewer still have that inborn talent unlocked. With Shadow-Spark unlocked, you now have the ability to draw on the Umbra and learn a restricted class of Shadow-based skills.

Ability Type/Level: Passive / Level 1 

Cost: None

Effect: Umbra unlocked. All Shadow-based skill stats are increased by 3% per Shadow-Spark level.

<<<>>>

A second box appeared beside the first, telling her she could choose one of the following skills:

<<<>>>

Skill: Umbra Venom

Spit a fierce stream of shadow-enhanced venom that causes damage and also temporarily blinds the target. As your proficiency with Umbra Venom increases, both damage and the duration of blindness increase. At higher levels, Umbra Venom also has a chance of causing confusion—your target may become panicked and start to randomly attack friendly forces.  

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 50 Spirit

Range: 100 Meters (Sight)

Cast Time: 1.5 seconds

Cooldown: N/A

Effect: Shadow Damage (160% SS) 

Effect 2: Blindness; duration, 5 seconds

<<<>>>

Skill: Umbral Web

Weave a Web of shadows that temporarily ensnares your enemies, badly hindering movement. 

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 85 Spirit

Range: 40 Meters

Cast Time: 1.0 seconds

Cooldown: 2 minutes

Effect: Ensnare enemies in an Umbral Web, slowing movement by 75%; duration, 30 seconds.

<<<>>>

Skill: Dark Shield

Summon a powerful force field of dark energy to protect you from projectiles or spell damage. 

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 35 Spirit/Sec

Range: 1 Meter

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: N/A

Effect: Create a powerful forcefield which absorbs (110% x SP) of projectile or spell damage.

<<<>>>

The spider stared at the screens, suddenly comprehending what cost and cooldown meant for her. She had to expend Spirit in order to use whichever ability she chose. But how did she know how much Spirit she had?

Cernunnos prompted her again, “Examine your Character Sheet.” 

The spider obeyed instantly, and with a thought, the screen came into her view.

<<<>>>

[image: https://www.fixpicture.org/medias/1539543806_tmp_Story_2_image_1.jpg]

<<<>>>

SO, SHE HAD 100 SPIRIT to expend on her ability. She would be able to cast the Umbral Web about once per hour. She would be able to shield herself three times before her Spirit ran out if she opted for Dark Shield, but she’d only be able to use Umbra Venom twice. In her mind only prey would pick the Shield ability—a defensive power—before taking the web or venom capabilities. The shield would be an option later, if she survived long enough to earn it, but a true predator would only chose an offensive opportunity. She considered the two options. 

Initially, the venom ability seemed superior. She could use it more often, and not only would it do damage, but it would also blind and confuse her enemies as she grew stronger. On the other pedipalp, the Umbral Web could ensnare multiple foes at once, and she could attack them, bypass them, or even flee if necessary. 

Fight or flight, she thought. A real hunter knew when to do both. 

In spite of the cost, she felt her best course of action would be to take the web ability. It gave her multiple options. She was a warrior, a killer, and she had never needed to rely on magic before to kill. Perhaps it would not be wise to start her career in service to Cernunnos by becoming dependent upon a force she had no real experience with. No, she decided, she would not use a crutch in her battles. She would strike either from the shadows, unseen and unstoppable, or she would fight tooth and claw against her enemies, calling on magic only in the most dire of situations.

Instinctively, her palp tapped the area of the Umbral Web, and she knew that she now had that ability. Her next choice would be the Umbral Venom when it became available to her, and then the shield. She was no fool—the shield would benefit her in time, but she could not stomach the thought of hiding behind it rather than fighting.

“I see that you have made your choice,” came Cernunnos’ voice. “This pleases me, Shhhclahk. I wish you to know that as you progress, you will unlock other options. Some that are unique to your class, and others that are shared with the Shadowmancers. You will not have access to the Shadow Striding ability, so you must find your way back into the world of light on your own. 

“Once there, you will do all that you can to help the one known as Grim Jack. You may serve him in any way that you see fit, be it from the shadows or at his side. You also may not challenge your Queen Mother for her position. It is against my will, and my will in such matters is absolute. You are now a knight and cannot rule others while you serve me. She is to be obeyed in all things, unless she demands the death of Grim Jack. We cannot have him dying just to satisfy her ego. Not anymore.”

The spider bobbed her body down once in acknowledgement. Her chelicerae clacked together. “If I am unable to shadow walk in the manner of the man-thing, how will I leave here? I cannot serve you or him if I am trapped in this world. Will you take me back, Father?”

Cernunnos’ voice came back without hesitation, “No. Our world is a harsh place, where the weak cannot be coddled. Consider this a test. In order to prove your worth, you must defeat a great enemy—one who has claimed a doorway to the light as his lair. If you can get to the doorway, then I shall consider you worthy; how you get there does not matter. You may sneak by or fight him outright, that choice is yours, but you must win past him. Be advised, he is a deadly and cunning adversary and he will not hesitate to kill you for your trespass.”

Arachnids had but two modes. Waiting and striking. They had patience beyond all other creatures. They could lie immobile for days at a time but, when called to do so, could move faster than the eye could follow. Shhhclahk had patience, but she was more of a striker. She did not like to wait for prey to come to her. She actively sought it out. “Show me the way,” she replied calmly.

An hour later she had left the corridor and found herself outside of another underground entrance. This one was a large hole in the earth, a natural cave, and it stank. It reeked of death, blood, and carrion. The exterior of the entryway was littered with numerous bones, and Shhhclahk recognized some manling items strewn here and there. There was a broken and rusted sword displayed just above the entrance. If she’d had to guess, the spider might have considered it to be a warning. She recognized it for what it was, though, a territorial marker. 

If it was meant to scare her, it had failed in its duty. The failings of one predator did not reflect on her capabilities. Still, she did pause before entering. Cernunnos had not told her who or what the usurping guardian was, nor would he elaborate on what kind of threat it posed her. He had merely stated that one rarely knew what kind of danger one was heading into, and the only thing that mattered was how one faced the unknown.

While she preferred sinking her fangs into her enemies, she was cautious and knew that scouting her prey was the wisest course of action. She could wait outside the opening until it came out, but that could be days or even weeks. So she would enter, but she would not declare herself. She would be a shadow in the darkness, watching and waiting for her foe to reveal a weakness she could exploit. She crept to the edge of the entrance and silently slipped inside.

She was surprised at the depth of the darkness within the cavern. It was deep and it took some time for her eyes to adjust to it. She found that she could see about as well as she could when she had first entered the collapsing tunnel a few hours ago. She could make out the shapes of stones and feel the vibration of water dropping from the cave’s ceiling onto its floor, but for the most part she was almost blind. 

In the past, when she’d found herself in danger, she had found it the wisest course of action to get to higher ground. She needed to get off the earth where she was vulnerable and get to a perch where she might at least sense danger coming. So, she edged her way up the wall until she found herself hanging upside down on the ceiling. She took a few breaths to collect herself, then began the arduous task of moving blindly ahead without making a sound.

Her journey took her at least a mile deeper before she saw any signs of life. The cavern’s stench hadn’t lessened. She had slowly grown accustomed to it, but there was no way she was going to scent an enemy. So, with her limited vision, she relied on her sensitive feet to warn her when something came close by. She could feel the vibrations of several creatures. She estimated there to be four of them, and by the impact of their feet on the ground she believed them to be approximate to a medium-sized dog in height and weight. Within the span of five heartbeats she saw four pairs of glowing red eyes come around a corner of the cave. 

She considered her possibilities. 

She could let them pass. She could strike them one at a time, or she could try her new magic on them.  

She immediately discarded the last thought. 

She did not want to test her only piece of magic out on these underlings, and not have it available to use when she fought the lair’s guardian. True, she wanted a better idea of what it did—rather than fighting with it in battle having not tested it—but she could not afford to waste it. Letting them pass bothered her arachnid sensibilities. She was hungry, and they were prey. No matter their size, she was certain that she could take them out and not get hurt. She had only to decide how she was going to do it.

She waited patiently for them to pass her, and as they strode below her she attached a bit of web to the stone of the ceiling and dropped on a creature that was straggling just a bit too far back. 

Having judged where its head was by the location of its eyes, she hit it at the base of the neck, injected her venom, curled her legs around it, and drew herself back up in the span of a second. The beast did not even struggle as she ascended back to the ceiling. She’d caught another rat. It was a decidedly large rat, but it was a rat nonetheless. She silked it as she climbed, and by the time she reached the top of the cavern, it was immobilized and unconscious. She injected it again, attached the sticky silken blanket to the roof, and followed the others. 

She repeated this process again, and left another meal attached to the roof. This time the remaining rats were alert that something was wrong, and she could see they were actively scanning the area, seeking either their brothers or the thing that had taken them. These are foolish prey, she thought. Fight or flee. Follow one course of action or the other. Do not hesitate. Hesitation is death. 

They might have survived if they had run, she mused to herself; she would not have chased them. However, they were not prepared to fight either. Instead, they had entered a state of uncertainty, and her hunter’s heart cried out to strike at such foolishness. Without thinking, she dropped from above, landing between them, and drove one of her spear-like front legs into each rat’s spine. Having skewered them, she held them aloft and away from her body so that while in their death throes she would not be harmed. She needn’t have worried. The shock of the impact had stunned them, and they bled out moments later. 

Easy kills.

Ten minutes later, they were drained and Shhhclahk was partially sated. She was disappointed that her vision did not improve after her meal as it had with the first rats she had hunted. She suspected that her ocular improvements might have been the result of Cernunnos’ interference. Still hungry, she made her way back to her waiting meals and finished them as well. She had to admit that while she preferred the warm saltiness of the prey in her world, she also enjoyed the cool sweetness of the creatures here. Regardless of the flavor of her prey, she was now full and ready to face her real adversary.

She wanted to return to the living land, where the manling was, and her mother as well. She had been charged with their care, and she would do her best to keep that man alive. She did not, she decided, have to like him or be nice about it. Mother might respect him, but Shhhclahk still saw him as dietary fare. It could not be helped. It would most likely always be that way with her. Arachnids saw everything alive as potential sustenance, even other arachnids, and so all they could do was admire the strength of their food. He was no different. Mother just recognized that he was a cunning hunter who was on her level of deviousness.

There was another glowing blue box in the corner of her vision. Shhhclahk opened it and noted that she had earned 20 XP from each of the rats she had killed. She assumed that meant she would be leveling soon. She disliked these “notifications.” They were annoying, and she did not care how much XP the dead provided her with. She would know when she leveled up and when more abilities opened up to her. It was just a distraction. She had to focus—had to be focused at all times. Another box opened up, and it read “Notifications Disabled.” 

Satisfied, she moved ahead. Making her way back down the winding corridors via the ceiling, she bypassed two more patrols, then slew six more vermin as the opportunities presented themselves.

After another hour’s travel she noted that the air was getting colder and was more diffuse with light. She could also sense an arcane energy in the air. It made the hairs on her feet tingle as it hummed. She froze in place as she realized that this ambient power would wreak havoc upon her ability to sense vibrations from movement around her. She had to acclimate to its presence or she would have to rely completely on her vision, and while she had eight eyes, no spider ever fought or hunted based on information solely from their ocular senses. 

She inhaled, noting that the stench was strong here as well. She might have grown accustomed to it, but she could not use her sense of smell to aid her either. She wondered if the guardian of this lair did that on purpose. Four of her senses were effectively negated: Taste did her no good. Her sense of smell was overwhelmed. Her ability to feel was diminished. And her eyes could barely make out anything around her. She could listen, though. Plus, she could feel the hum, adjust to its presence.

So, she waited, hoping that she would get used to the odd energy enough to get an impression of what was around her, and she listened as hard as she could. 

Most bipeds were not aware that spiders have superior hearing. Her small brethren were able to hear a human speaking from over three meters away, and hear them clearly. She, on the other claw, could hear much farther, and as her size increased so would her hearing. Had she been able to, she would have closed her eyes and just listened to the sounds of the cave. As it was, she did not need to close her eyes to concentrate on nothing but the sounds near her, and at last, she detected a heartbeat. 

The sound was deep and rhythmic—indicative of a sleeping creature. She listened until she heard the light inhalation and exhalation of the sleeper’s breathing. She was in luck! 

Her prey was so secure in its home that it slept unconcerned for its safety. If she was careful, she could hit it completely unawares. She moved inch by inch, positing her body over the sleeping victim below. It took her ten minutes to find herself directly overhead of her prey. As she had done before, she attached a dragline to the ceiling of the cavern. This was more for her to escape if something went wrong than for hauling the larger creature into the air. She wanted a quick escape route, and in her opinion, things usually fell apart when large foes were involved. She could not tell how large this enemy was, but from the heartbeat alone she estimated it to be twice her size.

She was counting on the element of surprise to help her eliminate it quickly. 

She leapt from the ceiling, plunging downward as fast as possible, intent on driving her fangs into the creature’s heart. She dropped like a stone and oriented on the steady thump-thump-thump of the sleeper. She crashed into soft furry flesh and drove her fangs directly into the sleeper’s cardiac muscle. She injected her toxic fluid until she had nearly depleted her venom sacs. Then she pulled herself back up to the ceiling, letting her poison do its work. She could hear the beast below her struggling to breathe, its death cries coming out in ragged gasps. She waited until the thrashing below her stilled, and only after a long stretch of silence without the hint of a heartbeat or a breath did she lower herself down again.

She quietly dropped onto the body and examined it. She was certain that somewhere in her head there was a blue box telling her how much experience she had gained and how close she was to her next level. She did not care. She would look at that later; for now, she wanted to make sure her foe was indeed dead.

She probed the body with a long foreleg, driving the tip through the skin of the creature to ascertain if it might still house a semblance of life. It did not flinch, so she climbed atop the body. 

She had been correct—it was twice her size and was most likely the mother of the rats that crawled about this cave. She began to spiral it into a cocoon. She did so partially for safety’s sake—one could never be certain that a foe was dead until you had drained them of their life juices. Additionally, she could not know how much longer she was going to be here, and it was best to preserve a potential meal rather than let it go to waste. After all, she did not see the exit this beast was supposed to be protecting. She had not seen any sign of a way back in the pitch blackness of the creature’s lair.

Something slammed into her cephalothorax, and she went flying through the air, flipping abdomen over teacups—

She smashed into a far wall to the right. She was stunned for a moment, shock overwhelming her system. What had happened? What had struck her? She’d landed on her back, and once she had regained mobility, she righted herself and spun about looking for her attacker. She was angry with herself. She had acted like prey. She hadn’t maintained an awareness of her surroundings, hadn’t continue to look for potential dangers, and she’d been blindsided for her laziness. 

The other hunter had been wise. It had waited for her to drop her guard and had hit her swiftly and silently as she was wont to do. She could now see how her mother could respect the manling. One must respect cunningness and viciousness, albeit preferably from a distance. 

Now she was forced to act like prey. She had to look for her attacker before he could strike again. The left side of her abdomen throbbed in pain, and even though it was the stupid thing to do, she called up her screen and saw that she had lost twenty-five health points. This was not good; she was supposed to be the one doling out the damage. Now she was hurt and on the defensive.

She paused, taking in everything around her. 

She strained to listen, fanned her legs out in hopes of feeling a slight tremor, and peered through the darkness with her eight eyes. Nothing. There was nothing to hint at the presence of another in the chamber. Had she not been in such pain she might have believed that the attack had been her imagination. There was no trace of another presence in the cave. She edged to the corpse of the rat she had killed, looking for some sign of where her attacker had gone. She crawled atop the corpse, challenging the unseen force to try to kill her again.

This time she heard it. There was a hiss as her enemy pounced from the cavern ceiling. Shhhclahk did not hesitate. As soon as she heard the noise she sprang twenty feet to the right, back to where she had come from. A large figure dropped onto the carcass, and it rose up on its haunches. The beast was easily three times her size. It was a great rat, formed of shadows. Its eyes glowed red, as if embers from the pits of hell burned behind them. It let out a roar that Shhhclahk could feel flow through her whole body.

“Intruder!” it shrieked. “You have slain my consort! You have slaughtered my children! I shall end your miserable existence for this trespass.” It placed its front claws on the ground and slunk toward her. It had, she realized, used her own tactics against her. It had struck from above just as she had been doing all night. Now, she was grounded, hurt, and it was three times her size. She could not flee, as there was nowhere that she could go that it could not follow. She knew normal rats could squeeze into holes that a spider of the same size could not.

She did what any animal that is cornered and could not run would do. She lifted her four front legs in a half circle around her head and raised herself up on her back limbs. She hissed and sputtered back at him. “Give me a reason to fear you, vermin. You’re the food that I feed upon. I shall sup the blood from your beating heart!” 

The spider then made a foolish choice, one that she would not have made if her head hadn’t been clouded by anger and fear. She charged the Rat King. 

Her actions surprised him, and he drew back. He had expected her to turn and run. She was, after all, but a pittance in size compared to him, but her frothing fangs and the terrible hiss she emitted while flying through the air toward him seemed to drive a dagger of fear into his heart. His pause was the opening she needed, and she attacked, managing to drive her left foreleg into his shoulder. Unfortunately, she wasn’t close enough to bite him, and before she could pull herself free, the rat reached out with its left paw and snapped her leg off just below the patella. Shhhclahk screamed in agony and jumped back.

The Rat King rose to his full height, red eyes blazing, and said, “I shall bury this leg into your heart, pretender.” He pulled it from his shoulder and spun it around in his hand like a spear. Blood oozed from his wound, but he paid it no heed. Inky black fluid splattered the ground and he began to laugh. “Tis but a scratch,” he said and stepped toward her, a sneer growing on his lips.

Shhhclahk forced herself to calm down. She was in terrible pain, and she had acted impetuously. Continuing this fight in a haze of fright would not help her. She had to think. Quickly, she scurried up the wall and onto the ceiling. 

“There is nowhere you can go that I cannot,” the vermin lord screamed as he started up the wall after her, long nails scrambling for purchase. More blood trickled away with each step she took, but she focused past it. She needed a moment to think. Rats were clever, but they were not spiders. Rats were primal, whereas spiders were calculating. That had been her mistake—she had acted on instinct rather than using her intellect. The Rat King was powerful, but it was still just a beast when compared to her. She had to use that against him.

Again, she paused and looked at her status. The box told her that she had been afflicted with bleeding and would lose five health points per minute for the next five minutes. She also saw that the loss of her leg had cost her another fifteen points of health. At the rate she was going she would be dead soon. She had to end this quickly. She had to unbalance the big rat, get him so angry that he could not think straight. She needed him to do what she had done. Act irrationally. The rat reached the ceiling—pausing only long enough to place her leg between his teeth—then crawled toward her. 

Immediately, she had an idea. She needed him to follow her, but he had to throw caution to the wind and come at her with abandon. She needed to make him so angry that his only thought would be to hit her as hard and as fast as he could. Once more she flung herself from the ceiling and landed atop the body of his mate. “I see she was as fat and lazy as you. She is plump and juicy, and I will feed on her in front of you and you will not be able to stop me!” Shhhclahk drove her fangs into the corpse and began to drain away the lifeblood of the queen. It was cool and tasted of delicious shadows, she now recognized. It was a heady brew that filled her, and while she did not heal from it, the fluids reinvigorated her. Her head was cleared of all doubts and fear.

The Rat King, seeing his mate being devoured, dove from the ceiling right at Shhhclahk, but as he dropped, she rose. She had laid a dragline out when she had jumped, and she used it to draw herself out of the way. As she did so, she cast Umbral Web atop the dead rat, and the king landed right in the center of the spell’s radius and was instantly entangled in sticky black strands of webbing. Shhhclahk knew that she had but thirty seconds to attack, and as soon as her feet regained the ceiling she kicked off like a diver, driving herself atop the ensnared shadow rodent. 

She thrust her fangs into his eyes and injected everything she had left within her venom gland. She then embraced his body with her legs, wrapping him up with limbs like steel bands, and drove her fangs in and out of his neck over and over again. The Rat King screamed and flailed about, but he could not break free of the shadowy webs. Shhhclahk continued to bite him until the webbing faded, and his struggles lessened to mere fruitless squirming.

Quickly, she wrapped him with her own webbing, blanketing him until all but his head was free. The king, barely alive, managed a slight growl. He was blind and bleeding from numerous wounds, as well as being poisoned. She scuttled atop his still form. “I promised you that I would drain the life from your beating heart,” she said coldly and drove her fangs into his sternum, not stopping until she reached his life muscle. Then she bled him of every ounce of his dark blood. She stepped from his corpse and dropped to the floor, exhausted.

When she awoke some hours later she was refreshed and healed. Her missing leg was back, and she showed no signs of damage anywhere on her body. She marveled at the new limb, and decided that it was time for her to look for the exit back to the land of light. It was then that she saw the other spider. 

It was massive and made her mother look like a hatchling in comparison. Its exoskeleton was iridescent, and sparkled violet even in the darkness. The great arachnid had ten eyes, and its legs were covered in rows of spikes the size of daggers. On top of its enormous head were a pair of wicked stag antlers, the many points razor-sharp and deadly. The sight of the creature’s fangs, each nearly as long as Shhhclahk’s legs, made her draw back and hiss.

“Do not fear me, daughter,” Cernunnos’ voice boomed from the spider. “You have done well, and reclaimed this cavern for me.” The great spider rose, towering over Shhhclahk. “I have made you whole once more. I see your true measure, and note that you have value. I knew that you were no mere Eldgard spider. You are an Umbral Spider. Prepare yourself, for I shall send you home.”

The spider looked at the god. “You said that you would not take me back.”

The giant spider laughed. “Oh, little one, that is true. I shall not take you home, but if I can create flying shadow monkeys, I believe I can open a simple portal back to Eldgard for you.”

Shhhclahk bobbed up and down several times. “I will do as you have asked and watch over and help the grim man. Perhaps one day I will see the value that you see in him. I am a spider, though, and I may decide to help him from the shadows. I will reveal myself only if he discovers me on his own. Is this agreeable to you?”

Cernunnos leaned forward. “For now, that is all I ask. I understand the kind of hunter that you are, Shhhclahk. Head-on confrontations do not suit you as well as they do others.”

The Shadowmancer spider rested her body on the ground in acquiescence. “What will you do now, Great Father?”

“After I open the portal back to your home,” Cernunnos said, “I am going to create some shadow spiders for this land. They are needed here, and when they are born, I will tell them of the great warrior who inspired their birth. Now, if you are ready. . . ”

“I am ready, Great Father. Send me home.”

Cernunnos lifted one gargantuan pedipalp, and a small light formed behind Shhhclahk. The light grew brighter and larger until it became her size. She was about to step through when she heard Cernunnos’ voice behind her.

“Take care, daughter. Watch over Grim Jack and for heaven’s sake start looking at your status screen more often. You have leveled several times since you killed the Queen Rat—you might just be surprised at your options. Now, go on. Protect. Kill. Serve me proudly.”

The spider planned on dining on some Vogthar warriors over the next few days. Just as soon she got herself oriented and learned more about her abilities as a Shadowmancer. Shhhclahk chirped a farewell and then stepped into the light, ready to get to the bloody work of a spider ...
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The Raiding of Rowanheath
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By J.D. Astra

SEARING-HOT POWER WHIPPED at my hair as Rain of Fire burst from my upraised palms and showered the enemy in liquid lava. It was one of my favorite abilities. Not only because it would usually proc Burning Affliction—my DOT fire ability that fed right back into my Spirit Regen when combined with Leeching Flame—but also because it looked so cool. Like a hundred shooting stars streaking down into the battlefield.

“Abby, move!” Otto’s voice pierced through the noise, and I dove forward on instinct.

The clatter of steel on stone rang out as the Imperial who’d crept up behind me slammed his sword into the Rowanheath Keep floor. His hands vibrated with the ringing metal, and his face told me he’d not been expecting to whiff so badly.

Not knowing whether he was a Traveler or an NPC, I thrust my left hand out and conjured a fireball. His reaction time was slowed from the shock, and he took the flaming globe directly to the face with a wail. Burning Affliction took hold, catching his hair on fire, and he ran from the fight, leaving the claymore behind.

Though the smell of burnt hair churned my stomach, I didn’t have time to feel bad about what I’d done. Even if I ended him forever, this was war. We came to Rowanheath to save all the people of Eldgard from cocaine dictators like Carrera.

I insta-cast two more Burning Afflictions, then lobbed another fireball, landing a critical hit that dropped the Imperial’s HP to zero. He flopped forward like a rag doll and rolled over the edge of the wall as two spiderkin scurried up to join the ranks of giant arachnids around us, dropping off a Dokkalfar rogue and a Dwarf fighter. That seemed to be the last of them.

“Push the line!” I called. The tanks in front of me all took two giant steps forward, shield-bashing and shoving as they went. We were nearly to the gate, and beyond that was a maze of halls leading to the Keep Command Center—the main event. Once we held the Command Center for thirty minutes, the city would be ours; the guards would swap factions, the keep guardians would fight for us, and the alignment of some of the noncombatant NPCs could be shifted.

A straggler broke from the dwindling enemy forces, a Wode girl running for dear life toward cover. With a loud hrmph, the Wode was splayed out on her back, clotheslined by a beefy Risi arm. Otto’s sword came down on her neck, and a gurgling squelch was the last sound to escape her lips. I cringed, knowing she was going to be thinking about that one a lot for the next eight hours before respawn—if she was a Traveler.

I surveyed our work. The gate was clear, so the giant spiderkin roved overturned carts and searched cobblestone nooks for hidden enemies to cocoon. We could actually do this. I popped the cork on a massive potion and took it in three gulps, sighing as the cool blue raspberry flavored liquid replenished my dangerously low Spirit.

A deafening eagle’s screech rang through the courtyard, and every head turned up to the sky. Moonlight shone from a plate-covered griffin at least twice the size of the others we’d encountered. My eyes strained in the darkness to capture more detail. The wings were golden brown, and feathery, with a massive mane of shimmering yellow about the neck and beak. The creature wailed again, and suddenly, I saw its target: Devil, Jack’s Void Drake.

The griffin’s massive talons ripped into Devil’s belly, and I averted my eyes, looking instead to Jack. Eyes wide with disbelief, he stood at the center of the courtyard amid a collection of bodies and stone fragments, the blood of fallen Imperials dripping from his hammer. In a blink, that shock turned to something I’d only seen once before. Rage. His eyes narrowed to slits, and his dark face contorted with an insatiable fury.

The griffin circled and dropped low, revealing a rider sitting atop: a dark-skinned man, though not as dark as my milky chocolate skin, clad in jewel-studded silver armor, with black hair slicked back in a classy gangster sort of way. It had to be Carrera.

Devil was a powerful creature from the world of shadow, and yet Carrera’s griffin had done away with him in one gut-wrenching swipe. Devil would respawn, as would Jack and I ... but Cutter, Amara, and Otto, they would be gone forever if we failed.

The dread of losing any of them constricted my throat like a viper ready to spread the poisonous terror throughout my body. I shook it off, swallowed hard, and reminded myself why we were here. Carrera was a rabid dog, a monstrosity, and needed to be taken out sooner rather than later. The safety of our future rested on this victory. Everything else, even fear, would have to wait.

The creature flapped its powerful wings, kicking up dirt as it landed on the opposite side of the courtyard. Carrera dismounted, giving the griffin a gentle, loving pat, then strutted toward Jack. I wanted to move, to intercept him, to shut down that contemptuous, overconfident stride. I wanted to end him. He stopped a few feet shy of striking distance from Jack, gloating, it seemed. Though I’d been the one who stole from Carrera, Jack was the one he had threatened—the head he demanded. So, I stayed back. Jack deserved the first swing. 

Carrera’s voice carried over the open courtyard, the din of battle just a soft hymn to his booming taunt. “So, we finally meet face-to-face, you miserable puta. Me cago en la madre que te parió!”

Robotics classes had been my electives, but inner-city schools provided a wealth of free curse-word classes out on the playground. Puta was definitely not a compliment, and you never bring a person’s madre into this kind of fight unless you want it to get dirty.

“I’ve been looking forward to this encounter since I first discovered your theft.” 

I wanted to shout a declaration of Carrera’s stupidity. I was the thief! Poor Jack, he was just the one to reap the consequences of my actions. Jack didn’t seem to feel like the victim in this. His chin was high, jaw clenched, chest puffed out. No, Jack wasn’t my fall guy.

“People, they don’t steal from me—not if they want to live, pendejo, because I always get even. Always.” Carrera’s hand tightened on the hilt of the sword leaning against his shoulder. I readied a fireball, holding the blazing energy firm in my own clenched fist.

“And now, here you are. You’ve saved me the trouble of hunting you down in those miserable swamps. You’ve delivered yourself to me on a silver platter.” Carrera chuckled like this was going to be easy for him. We outnumbered him so immeasurably, there was no way he was going to get out of this alive ... but maybe that’s what he wanted. Maybe he was stalling.

“Abby, Otto, Amara.” Jack’s voice pulled me from thought. “Get to the Command Center and hold it. Don’t worry about me, I can handle this. Everyone else”—Jack cast a slow look around the courtyard, as if taking stock of what remained—“you make sure they get there, bar the door, then fight off anyone who comes close. That includes you, spiderkin.”

The ear-itching sounds of spindly spider legs rubbing together came in reply, and I knew Lowyth, the high and mighty, would have my back. 

But who would have Jack’s?

We locked eyes, and the fear ebbing at the edges of my mind came full bloom. If he were captured, not killed, Carrera could torture him for eternity. No. I wouldn’t allow it. I would find a way, I’d always find a way, to save him from something like that. I let the worry return to the background and gave Jack a nod. 

My voice cracked as I said, “Love you, Jack,” leaving the I unsaid, but I’m sure he knew it was in there.

I turned on my heel, bolting for the cleared gate, the sound of eight-legged monsters thudding against the stone all around me. Otto was at the front, holding open the thick wood doors just wide enough for us to slip in.

The dozen spiderkin were first into the fray, spitting silken webs at the archers lining the inner ramparts. Arrows clattered against the ground as the spiderkin reeled in the strands, pulling the victims into cocooning range.

“We don’t have time for this! You can take home the leftovers when we’ve cleared the Keep,” I ordered, and the creatures were tense for a moment, but complied. Their fangs sunk into the archers’ chests and outstretched arms. The archers writhed and screamed but went still in a matter of seconds. Their horrified expressions made me shudder. I would not want to be eaten alive by the Spider Queen’s babies ... but that was part of the arrangement Jack made.

“Keep moving!” Otto barked, pulling the others from the same horror-struck trance that gripped me.

He stayed back as the others jogged past, and I stared up at him, my muscles tight from nerves. “Otto”—I bit my trembling lip—“maybe you should stay with Jack.”

“Nonsense,” he growled with a single raised brow. “This is the smart move. He needs all of us to take the Command Center. That is the true path to victory.”

Despair tugged at my heart, begging me not to listen. Staying with Jack was a safer bet. The path to the Command Center was going to be littered with enemy troops. Back there, it was just Carrera.

“C’mon, Firelady, have some faith in him.” Otto punched my shoulder, grinning playfully.

War cries of a different kind echoed around the makeshift Keep atrium, and Otto pulled himself into fighting stance.

“Let’s go.” I readied a fireball, sprinting after the others through the inner door.

Three hulking sentries, [Keep Patrol - Knight of Holy Light], were jabbing spears into the front line of our allies while falling back. The cold stone walls of the atrium gave way to something brighter, with more warmth, and I knew we’d entered the Hall of the Officers’ Quarters. We weren’t too far now.

Amara crept around the right side and vaulted onto a spiderkin. She held the thick tufts of arachnid fur in her right hand, a poison-tipped arrow nocked in her bow. The spider crawled up the wall, then bucked, sending her soaring over the enemy lines in a graceful twist like a dancer. 

Twang, twang, twang! The bow snapped in rapid-fire succession as she launched three arrows at the sentries, each one finding their target square in the head. I loved being a Firebrand, but being able to do something badass like that almost made me rethink my class choice. Too late now.

Amara ducked into a tight roll as she landed, loosing one final arrow at the caster in the back as she came up to a knee. Just as he went down, three more robed women flooded into the overstuffed passage. They shrilled at the sight of us and fell back against the stone floor.

“Wait!” I called, stopping one of the frontline fighters from gutting the girls. I pushed my way through the spiderkin—which were eager to snatch the newcomers up—and assessed them. Just chambermaids, probably trying to flee the Keep. I knelt in front of the lead girl, who held her arms out over the other two.

“Tell us the way to the Command Center and we’ll let you live.”

The youngest looking, maybe sixteen, spat at my feet. “Why should we trust you! You’re an army of monsters!”

“Annalise!” The leader chastised her with a glare, then her gaze returned to me. “Give me the word of your leader, Grim Jack.” Though her face was youthful, her narrowed eyes revealed years of torment, and a hardened voice told me this wasn’t the first bargain she’d made for her life.

I took a deep breath. “I promise on the life of Grim Jack Shadowstrider of the Crimson Alliance, a man who abhors servitude, we will not kill you if you aid us and stay out of this fight.”

She eyed me a moment longer, then her muscles relaxed.

“You’ll find the entrance to the tower down this hallway.” She pointed to the left. It was a narrow passage that didn’t look like the right way to the tower. “Take a left past the kitchen, up the spiral staircase, and you’ll be in the Officers’ Quarters. From there it’s hard to miss.”

“What’s your name?” I asked the helpful chambermaid.

The girl on her right whispered some urgent warning, but the front woman shook her off. “It’s Kendria.”

“It’ll be over soon. Try to find somewhere to hide or get out of the Keep altogether if you can.”

I jumped to my feet and pointed the strike team down the left hall. “Let’s move it!”

The spiderkin took off at a gallop and spread through the corridor like a disease, covering the walls and ceiling. Otto and most of the tanks took the lead, leaving Amara, a Frostlock named Garthaniel, and one tower-shield-wielding Wode man named DeeJay at the back. Apparently “DJ” was taken by the time he got into the game, and he was severely disappointed.

A hand clamped down on my wrist, and I instinctively readied a fireball. Kendria regarded me with a relieved smile, but said nothing, and I let the flames evaporate in my palm.

Her grip loosened, and I ran to catch the others as a grin crept into my lips. We were doing the right thing. These people weren’t Carrera’s supporters, they were forced to follow him. He didn’t come by this Keep with hard work or by earning the people’s trust like Jack did. He’d forced this kingdom upon them, like Osmark would do to all of Eldgard if we didn’t stop him.

The hall opened to another courtyard, and sounds of the battle outside the city wall came rushing back in a boom. My smile faded as a paring knife whizzed past my head, accompanied by a grumpy shout of, “Leave the master’s Keep or suffer the wrath of Chef Bordion!”

Well, there are always a loyal few. I wondered if the AI programming was altered at the memory checksum to allow for loyalty swings, or ... would Chef Bordion always want Carrera in power no matter the update to Keep ownership?

I struck that from mind and re-upped Searing Halo on Otto and myself, increasing our elemental resistances by 12.5%, raising our Intelligence by .2 x Character Level, and the icing on top: instantly adding Burning Affliction level 2 to anyone that dealt us physical damage.

The chef was popping out of the kitchen every second to lob something new our way.

“Give it up, pops, we don’t want to hurt you!” DeeJay yelled as he held up his shield to block a wooden spoon.

“Never!” the chef screamed in defiance.

Hairs rose on my arms as a pair of griffins swooped past the open courtyard, blowing a chilled wind that reeked of blood and fire over the party.

“We’re exposed here!” Otto boomed, but it was too late. The griffins were doubling back, and atop the one on the left I could see a slender, vicious looking Dawn Elf decked out to the teeth in jet-black battle leathers. Sandra, Osmark’s right hand. Her golden hair whipped from side to side and a smile, dark with malicious intent, spread across her face. She crouched on the back of the stone creature as if ready to pounce from it. There was no point in trying to run. Plus, I still owed Sandra for last time.

She waved her arm in a circle above her head, then pointed down toward our raiding group. The two griffins dove down and landed with stone-cracking thuds, right between the frontline party and the back. Spiderkin shot silky webs, but the griffins pumped their wings and blew them off course. Sandra hopped from the creature’s back, smirking as she took two long-legged steps toward me.

“Abby, hold on!” Otto shouted through the wings of the blocking griffins, and I saw enemy reinforcements had pushed through from the other side, pinning the frontline down.

“There’s no sewer to escape into this time.” Sandra’s voice was equal parts smoky and sultry. I hated her for it.

I grinned, thinking of the newly minted point I’d put into Blazing Weapon, and how surprised Sandra was going to be when she got too close. “Escape isn’t the plan this time. We’re here to end it.”

“End what, Abby?” she snapped. “Your allegiance to Osmark ended long ago, and your chance at a decent future is quick to follow.” She lunged at me with incredible speed, but I already had the spell at the tip of my mind. I conjured it in a blink.

A blinding flash enveloped the backline group and Sandra stepped back, shielding her eyes. I bared my teeth in a wider grin and raised my shield arm.

<<<>>>

Blazing Weapon! You have chosen to wield Blazing Weapon. Your Intelligence and Spirit values have been swapped with your Strength and Stamina values for two minutes. Your Blazing Weapon will persist for two minutes or until dismissed. You’ve gained temporary knowledge of bladed weapons and shields.

<<<>>>

I ignored the notification, focusing instead on the intensely confused and slightly worried look that took over Sandra’s face as I raised my cruciform sword of living fire and bashed it against my round buckler of obsidian glass. Sparks showered down in a spectacle of power, though I was losing precious seconds for the display.

A crazed leer bunched Sandra’s cheeks below wild eyes, and she darted in. My Dex wasn’t great, but under normal circumstances my Int was 212. Well, now it was 38, and my strength was 212. Sandra didn’t know what she had coming.

Nimble as she was on the offensive, I guarded, blocked, and parried with a relative ease that infuriated her. But she was even more swift on the defensive. Every attack I tossed out was deflected or dodged. I had power, a lot of power. I just needed to land one or two hits and it’d be over for her.

The others stood back, allowing me to go at Sandra myself. Despite my burning desire to take her on head-to-head, I knew I needed help.

“I appreciate the gesture, guys, but we’re in it for the win, not honor! Get in here!”

DeeJay stepped up first, batting Sandra’s daggers away with practiced ease, then he chopped down hard with his one-handed ax. She twirled away, and I gave chase, slicing with my sword at any opening. Amara launched a volley of high-flying arrows, and I willed myself not to duck or flinch. This was my opportunity.

With my sword held at the ready, I darted in, slicing a piece of Sandra’s black leather pauldrons clean off. She stopped short, glancing at the defaced shoulder pad.

Her fiery eyes locked on mine. “I liked those ...”

We danced about the moonlit courtyard, my Stamina nearing the bottom of the bar from all the effort. Sandra used my sluggishness to her advantage, backing me into range of the griffins, who would rear up, talons slashing or beaks snapping when we got too close.

My timer was ticking away into oblivion when we finally caught a break. Garthaniel lobbed a chilled bolt that landed squarely on Sandra’s chest, reducing her movement speed just enough for us melee fighters to get an edge. She dodged another swipe from DeeJay and a green glowing spear from Amara, leaving her back open.

I stepped around right, slicing down hard across her shoulders with my flame-spurting short sword. The gouge was deep. Her flesh sizzled as my searing blade cut through her muscle like butter, leaving a blackened trail of burnt tissue in its wake. Sandra cried out and darted back to the safety of the griffins.

Outrage knotted her brow, mixed with what I assumed could only be a whole lot of pain, as she clumsily scurried up the creature’s back and willed it to take off. My flaming sword and rocky shield popped with a firework crackle and disappeared as the timer hit zero. I was trying to conjure a fireball when my flashing Spirit bar in the corner of my vision caught my attention.

Garthaniel lobbed a few more bolts, which fizzled harmlessly into a cloud of ice on the riderless griffin’s stone haunches, and then the trio of destruction were out of reach. I saw the glimmer of a cherry-colored vial as she pulled it from the pouch at her hip, and I cursed. There was no way she didn’t know where we were headed, and she obviously had a crazy number of reinforcements spread throughout the tower.

Otto gave a grunt as he finished off the last sentry, and my eyes widened with shock. It was just Otto and two spiderkin standing on a mound of bodies—most of them Carrera’s Knights. The last three of our tanks were down, too. We rushed to Otto’s side, and I popped the cork on a healing potion and shoved it under his nose. He groaned, downed it, and shook himself like a wet dog.

“That was too close,” he grumbled.

I helped push him back upright. “Yeah, no shit. Let’s get to the Command Center and end this.”

He nodded, then gestured overhead. Sandra was back, her left arm circling above her head, rallying nearby ground troops, while her right pointed down at us. It was time to go.

“You haven’t seen the last of Chef Bordion! I’ll tell them exactly where you’re going!” The old man was wrapped tight in spider silk, wriggling on the kitchen floor. Hopefully he’d be just as loyal to the Crimson Alliance.

We popped potions, leaving a pile of empty vials among the downed soldiers, and took off at an uncomfortable jog. My legs were beginning to feel a bit like lead, and my arms were already sore from the melee combat.

Up we ran. Around a spiral stone staircase and out into another small courtyard filled with budding trees and fragrant pastel flowers. The Officers’ Quarters. Sandra was nowhere in sight, either overhead or on the ground, and my gut roiled with worry.

A massive tower loomed just ahead, and I thought back to what the chambermaid mentioned. It was hard to miss.

“This is it.” I led them across the open courtyard to the tower’s archway. The dark hallway stretching out in front of us was eerily devoid of movement. Behind us, the spiderkin clicked mandibles and rubbed furry legs together. They felt it, too. We took the shadowy corridor with caution. I held a fireball in my outstretched hand, lighting the way. I could see a door ahead. That had to be the way into the Command Center.

“This was too easy,” Otto growled as we reached the heavy wooden door.

Amara stepped up to it. “Yes, I expected more resistance than this.”

I looked back. There were only two ways out of this hall: the opening to the courtyard and the door to the Command Center. I tugged on the handle. Of course, it didn’t budge.

“Otto.” I motioned for him to give it a little extra effort and stood back.

He yanked on the handle, then rammed his shoulder into it. DeeJay joined in and they switched tactics, hacking away at the door with their weapons. Nerves tightened in my gut as I looked back at the corridor opening, the moonlight in the courtyard dancing with the fluffs of pollen from the fragrant flowers.

“Rah!” Otto shouted in defeat. “It’s no use, the door is barred from the inside, and there’s some sort of magical protection on it. As soon as we get a chunk of wood to strip away, it regenerates. We can’t get in this way.”

“Back up,” I declared, and the two stepped behind me. I planted my feet and raised my hands in front of me, took a deep breath, and cast Inferno Blast. My Spirit leaked away as whipping heat poured against the door, tongues of orange licking at the surface. The metal handles glowed red-hot, and the wood singed, but I wasn’t making an impact. I cut the spell off and inspected the wood. The black marks evaporated over time, leaving the door looking untouched.

“Psst!”

My heart skipped a beat at the sound, and my head jerked toward the noise in the hall. Nothing. There was no one there.

“Hey.” A delicate hand poked around the wall, then a face: the head chambermaid, Kendria. She motioned for us to follow. I looked to Otto, who shook his head, then Amara.

“They got us this far.” She shrugged.

I squeezed past the spiderkin and trotted to the end of the passage. 

“What are you doing here? You should flee the castle,” I scolded.

Kendria grinned. “I want to see him after you take the Keep. I want to tell him I was the one who showed you the way into the tower.”

“Grim Jack?”

Her smile turned dark. “No, Aleixo Carrera.”

The tramp of organized marching filtered through the leaves of the courtyard foliage, and my nerves gave a jolt. Sandra had led an army to us, and there was no escape from up here.

“This way.” Kendria held my hand tight, pulling me to one of the doors lining the elegant open-air garden. I glanced up at the tower one last time. There were open windows at the top. Maybe we could ride the spiderkin up? But it would take too long to ferry all of us—

“Hurry!” Kendria urged, and I followed her into the room. After we were all inside, the spiderkin chattered and spit webbing at the entrance. They scurried out of sight after blocking the only way in, and I prayed Lowyth was still on our side. The chambermaid closed the door behind us and rushed to the far side of the gaudy room. Gold everywhere—lining the walls, the floors, the bedsheets. Carrera did not skimp, that was for sure.

“This way, there’s a passage right through here.” She slipped into the closet, and I watched her hand trace the wall until she found some invisible mark. With an audible click, the back of the closet slid left into the wall, revealing a dark stone passage.

“This goes directly to the Command Center.” The chambermaid pushed Otto through, then Garthaniel, but Amara held up her hand as if to say “touch me with those fingers, and you’ll lose them.” DeeJay looked at me as if he needed direction. Otto was a series of code, but he could think for himself better than this living human tank. When I nodded, DeeJay followed along behind the others.

“Be safe,” I whispered to the chambermaid, stepping into the pitch-black passage.

Muffled shouts of the army outside the room trying to slice through the spidersilk burned a new fire of determination inside me. I lit the passage with a fireball and took the lead. It wasn’t long before the much too narrow passage dead-ended at a vertical chute notched with handholds.

“Garthaniel and I will have to go first. Our Stamina might not be high enough to make the whole trip up. If we fall or slip, Otto and DeeJay, you need to be there to catch us,” I whispered. “Amara, can you take up the rear?”

We shared a silent exchange, nodding and turning our gazes up the sixty-foot tunnel. Or maybe farther—I wasn’t great at gauging distance, especially when my mind was focused on the idea of climbing that distance with nothing but what the game gave me.

It wouldn’t be possible to maintain the fireball and climb, so I extinguished the flame, secured my staff to my leather bandolier, and fitted my hands into the pockets of rock scaling the chute. Instant claustrophobia set in, making my hands clammy and the arches of my feet tingle. My heart thrummed faster in my chest, and my typically comfortable robe felt much too tight.

Otto put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m right behind you.”

I took a deep breath, smelling the blood on my robes and the smoke in my hair, but Otto’s beefy mitt on my back calmed me. How strange to think just a month ago Otto was a complex collection of code, with a few libraries and reference links, to me. Now, though, it was different. He was a friend more real than most of those I’d had back IRL. He mattered. This mattered. The people of Eldgard needed to be protected, and this was an important step along the way.

I stepped up: left foot, right hand, right foot, left hand. The patter of our boots echoed around the tiny space, drowning out the pounding pulse in my ears and giving me a rhythm to move to. Left, right, left, right. The tunnel seemed to go on forever, and I refused to look up and check.

My stomach dropped as I reached for the next hold and it wasn’t there. Panic threatened to pull me from the wall as I waved my hand above my head, searching desperately for something to grab onto. I pushed up onto my toes, and finally my fingers caught on a thick ledge. It was so far, and I was too tired to pull myself up. Damn me for wanting to keep my IRL proportions, I should’ve gone a little bit taller.

“Otto, we’re at the top. I need a push.”

He chuckled, a gruff thing, then whispered, “Step on my shoulder.”

I took a deep breath and backed down from the ledge, then took my right foot off the hold, searching for Otto. I yelped, my fingers slick with sweat as his hand grabbed hold of my ankle and guided it to his pauldron.

“Okay, I’m going to step up,” he whispered.

I kept my knees slightly bent.

This is stupid, this is so stupid.

My stomach lurched as I moved upward, and I braced my hands against the walls to the left and right to keep from falling backward to my death. The ledge was just above my head now, but still too far. Other voices, hostile voices, were audible beyond the ledge. We’d made it. 

I looked down, hardly breathing. “One more.”

With a last gut-clenching push, Otto got me within range of the tiny space at the top of the shaft. I shook as I crawled on hands and knees away from the opening. Screw everything about this way into the Command Center ... No wonder Carrera didn’t have it blocked off. It wasn’t a lack of preparation on his part, it was a lack of faith in anyone’s ability to make that climb.

I lit a small flame in the palm of my hand and held it up over the edge. With only about four feet of space above us, Otto struggled to hoist himself up without banging his head on the ceiling, then turned around and hauled up a panting Garthaniel. He apparently hadn’t sunk many points into Stamina, either.

Sandra’s voice, loaded with agitation, was projected through a small gap in the secret entrance. “What do you mean they’re not down there? There’s nowhere for them to go! Take the two griffins and find them! FIND THEM!”

A muffled “Yes, ma’am” followed from some unknown lackey.

I scooted closer to the opening to allow Amara and DeeJay up. One false move could ruin our element of surprise. Kendria didn’t say how this door would open. It could just require a touch or a special magic handshake for all I knew. From the looks it was simple stone, a bit blackened, with no obvious handle or notch for latch deactivation.

Worse still, we had no idea what was on the other side of that door. Sandra for certain, but there could be dozens of sentries or players. Images flashed through my mind: Otto falling to Sandra’s blade, Amara ripped apart by a griffin, Otto pushed from the tower, Amara kneeling in a pool of her own blood. We had no way out of this. Either we took the Command Center or we died, some of us forever.

Otto pulled me into a huddle with the others, and I closed my hand around the flame, dimming it as if that would make less noise.

“Here’s the plan. We open the door and drop all our AOEs. Abby, Smokescreen, Amara, Poison Arrows, Frostlock, Whiteout. I’ll toss my last Alchemic Poison Grenade from Vlad.” Heads were nodding all around the group. I could always depend on Otto to do great tactical thinking when I was drawing a blank from nearly dying.

“We’ll choke them up, expose anyone who is stealthed, then DeeJay and I will charge in,” Otto continued. “We’ll take out the casters first, if there are any, then focus on high-damage melee. Abby and Frostlock, watch our backs.”

“What about me?” Amara interjected.

Otto’s lip curled up for a fraction of a second, then relaxed. He didn’t like to be interrupted mid strategy. “You’re going to dance with the devil-lady. Keep Sandra occupied.”

I was liking this plan less. Amara wasn’t a match for Sandra, none of us were one-on-one.

But she grinned, fierce and eager. “I can do that.”

It was quiet on the other side of the wall now, but the sounds of a room being tossed carried up through the long corridor below. They would figure it out sooner rather than later. There was no time to contest Otto on Amara’s task, so I would have to watch her carefully.

“Ready?” Otto asked, reading the look on my face.

I gave an approving jerk of my head and turned to the wall. The stone was warm to the touch. Really warm. I moved to the gap on the right and pressed my faced against it, trying to get a good look at what was on the other side.

No way.

I almost laughed. It was so cliché.

My fingers roamed around both edges of the opening, then met at the top. A brick wiggled at my poke, and I pressed into it.

Fumpf! Heat smacked me in the face as the false wall dropped downward. A choking cloud of ash and embers were sucked into our corridor, but I charged forward, beginning the Smokescreen cast. I trudged over smoldering logs, spurts of fire nipping at my robes as I went.

My chanting concluded as I emerged from the fireplace, getting a brief look at the terrifying fight before us. Sandra and at least three others—some kind of caster, a fighter, and a tank. As if that weren’t enough, they also had one massive stone [Guardian of Rowanheath Keep], a stone griffin like the one Sandra had attacked us with outside. Sandra turned on her heel, a snarl pinned on her smooth Dawn Elf face just as the blinding cloud of black ash poofed out in a fifteen-foot radius from the center of the room.

“Get them!” Sandra growled. A chorus of wracking coughs followed her command, and then Garthaniel was beside me, his complicated hand gestures weaving tendrils of ice through the air until a blinding blizzard whirled around the enemy.

“Cover!” Otto yelled as he lobbed a glass vial, filled with a dirty gray liquid, into the chaos.

My hands were shaking as I prepared Rain of Fire. This is it!

Fumpf! I spun around. The secret entrance had snapped shut after DeeJay, and he was just as surprised as I was.

Whoosh, whoosh, WHOOSH! I one-eightied, looking on in horror as the huge stone Guardian slapped its wings together one last time, clearing all of the AOEs from the room.

Oh. Holy. Shit.

Sandra lowered her shielding arm from her face, eyes blazing with malice locked on me. For a second that seemed to stretch on, we were still, silent. No one knew what would happen next, and everyone waited for the other to make the first move. 

Otto did.

With a cry, he charged forward, DeeJay on his heels, hacking at a robed man with his hands poised for casting. The sword cut the man down in one critical blow, his body limp before it hit the ground. Glass cannons.

Sandra next. She bolted in, and her gaze—deadly, cool, and brimming with steadfast rage—shook me to the core. Every muscle in my body tightened, burning with an icy fire that struck me immobile. The tip of her dagger gleamed in the low light, its destination obvious. But I was powerless, I couldn’t do anything. It was like her stare had fixed me in place. Time crept, sound dampened, and I knew what was coming next. A combat notification blinked in the corner of my vision.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added

Paralyzing Gaze: You have locked eyes with a huntress out for blood, and you are trapped in her stare. You cannot move, speak, or cast spells until eye contact is broken!

<<<>>>

Double shit. Her daggers would turn me to Swiss cheese before Otto even noticed. Gruesome images of Sandra gutting me once, twice, then slitting my throat took over my mind. I imagined her turning next on Garthaniel with a dual shot to the kidneys. Down he’d go. Amara would put up a good fight, but in the end, Sandra would come out on top. Then Otto and DeeJay last, pinned between the windows and the boss griffin. This is how it would end. This is how I would fail Jack and lose Otto. FML.

Green flashed in my periphery, and a volley of acid-looking arrows streaked through the air. Sandra’s eyes shifted focus, and the world snapped back into motion for me. I gasped as chaotic clashes of steel on steel pinged overhead.

“Get up!” Amara called. My vision focused on my knees, on the ground. I gained my feet, disoriented, and stole a look at the room.

Boss Griffin was less effective than I’d anticipated, the smaller room restricting its movement. DeeJay parried, and Otto swooped in for a crack at the creature’s belly. Garthaniel was downing a rogue who moved in painfully slow motion toward him, her life bar nearly at zero. I shot a quick Fireball her way, ending the freeze debuff and putting her down the rest of the way.

A body slammed into me, and I careened to the floor, shoulders then hips smacking hard against the stone.

“Stay back!” Amara roared. In the few seconds my attention was elsewhere, Sandra had claimed a score of good hits, rendering Amara’s left arm bleeding and useless.

The boss griffin reared up and gave a deafening shriek.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added

Demoralized: You have witnessed the war cry of a Keep Guardian! Any enemy within a 150-foot radius has been demoralized, reducing Spirit and Stamina regeneration by 30%. Attack and spell damage has been reduced by 15%. Duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>

Amara fell back beside me, her Health bar flashing red. Sandra towered over us, a mischievous grin on her face, like this was some game she’d won. V.G.O. was so much more than a game, to me and millions of others. But Sandra, Carrera, Osmark ... to them, it was a playground.

Sandra didn’t care that Amara couldn’t respawn. Sandra didn’t care that Amara had a father, a tribe, a family that cared for her. Sandra was just trying to win the game.

Screw that. We came here to win our freedom.

I pushed to my knees, lips pulled back, and looked up to Sandra’s chin, careful to avoid her eyes. Who knew how long her cooldown was on Paralyzing Gaze.

“I’m having deja vu.” She chuckled, her perfectly pink lips turned up in a smirk.

“That’s interesting.” I smiled in return. “I’m not!” I lunged forward, tackling her at the hips as a blade dug into my back. Burning, like fire and ice, spread from the puncture on my back, and I struggled to suck in my next breath. I didn’t need to read the debuff, I knew what it was.

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Rogue’s Poison: You have been poisoned by a Rogue’s Blade. Suffer 2 HP/sec; duration, 2 minutes or until cured.

Punctured Lung: You have suffered a punctured lung; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 15% for 5 minutes.

<<<>>>

Before we hit the ground, I began the chant for Flame of Holding, weaving my fingers and flicking my wrists. Sandra’s dagger plunged into my back again, then my shoulder. My Health dropped to 5% and my body, broken and infested with Sandra’s rotting poison, began to glow. Radiant light shot out from my chest, and I knew that brilliant blazing wings adorned my back as my passive ability, Phoenix Rising, kicked in to save my hide. My Health shot back up to 35%, and I gasped for air as the newly refreshed Health bar slowly leaked away.

Sandra shrilled with rage, her dagger striking the back of my neck. Hot, thick liquid soaked into the robes at my back and my chest, chilling my skin. The blade came down for a fifth strike as tendrils of Flame of Holding finally wrapped her into submission. My Health bar flashed a violent warning, and I groped at my bandolier for a potion.

“Abby, you traitor!” Sandra’s voice was distant but accosting. I gulped the overly sweet cherry liquid down and wheezed as it went to work on my ruined neck and organs.

Sandra opened her mouth to shout more obscenities; I stuffed a flaming globe between her teeth, then whipped my fingers twice to wrap a makeshift fiery blindfold around her eyes. I grabbed my last Spirit potion and sucked it dry as the Flame of Holding spell slowly leaked away my precious resource.

With Sandra subdued, I turned my focus to Garthaniel as the last fighter shoved his sword through him up to the hilt. He went down in a gory heap, and the man stumbled toward a critical Amara. No, not her. All the Travelers in the world, but not Amara, and not Otto. I would die a thousand deaths for them.

I opened my hands and let Raging Inferno Blast rip the flesh from the Imperial’s skin. He cried out, batting at his face and hair uselessly as Burning Affliction ate away the last bit of his life, and he collapsed. The booming shockwave from the modified spell sent tremors through the Command Center, debuffing the last standing enemy with reduced stamina regeneration.

Boss Griffin’s health was at 35%, Otto at 60%, and DeeJay was incapacitated against the far wall at around 20%—and suffering under some debuff to boot. Amara wasn’t much better off.

I’d been saving my last two Ability points, but it was clear it was time to use them. I opened my character screen, panned to my talent tree, and sunk the remaining points into Immortal Flame. 

<<<>>>

[image: https://www.fixpicture.org/medias/1539564386_tmp_stroy_2_image_2.jpg]

<<<>>>

SKILL: Immortal Flame

Your body is alive with the essence of the Immortal Flame...

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Novice

Cost: Price of Immortality Debuff

Range: Single Target (Self)

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 3 hours

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

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

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

<<<>>>

I skipped over the description—I’d read up on the skill a hundred times before—and waved away the notice, triggering my new ability in an instant. A vortex of red engulfed me, and power surged through my veins. The skin on my arms ripped, exposing the smoldering below as I became living fire. Everything that I was blew away, and an Abby of pure destruction emerged. I felt like a goddess.

With renewed strength, I whipped Fireball after Fireball into Boss Griffin’s chest. Over and over and over. It resisted all of my Burning Afflictions, but that was fine, that wasn’t what I was trying to do.

The griffin changed aggro in a heartbeat, galloping toward me. Fireball, Fireball, Fireball. My Spirit bar hardly flinched with each millisecond cast, and I basked in the glory of Immortal Flame.

There it was! A crack on the breast. The griffin was stone, sure, but I was forcibly expanding its chest with the sheer heat of my attacks.

The creature lashed out with a paw the size of a dinner plate. I threw myself into a dive—narrowly dodging a gang of four-inch talons—rolled up to my knees, and hurled two more fireballs at the same spot, exploiting the vulnerability. The countdown timer for Immortal Flame flashed at me. 10 ... 9 ... 

“Otto!” I shouted, my voice a smoky growl. I sounded awesome!

“I know!”

I rolled backward at the snap of the griffin’s beak and hit the wall.

4 ... 

Fireball.

3 ... 

Fireball.

2 ... 

The griffin reared up, the deadly claws prepared to rend my fire form apart. To end me.

1 ... 

Otto’s sword sent sparks flying as it dragged across the wall above me, showering me in glittering reds and golds, only to collide with the griffin’s chest an eyeblink later. The crack I’d started shot along the griffin’s breast, down its back, and across its neck.

Then the world went gray and quiet as I became a hazy observer. The cost of Immortal Flame: becoming a motionless, voiceless, powerless cloud of human-shaped smoke. Worst of all, I could still get hit and die. My Spirit continued to leak away as it fed the Flame of Holding spell binding Sandra, but at least the spell was still holding.

DeeJay was up, shouting a confirmation at Otto, who’d barked a command I couldn’t hear. Otto’s sword ripped free as DeeJay charged shoulder-first into the griffin’s flank from the left. A much better off Amara charged from the right, and a beautiful thing happened.

The guardian exploded in a shower of rock and grit. Two large pieces slid across the floor and rolled over Sandra’s prone figure. I wanted to laugh, as the extra insult to injury was the best form of payback for what happened at Alaunhylles, but I couldn’t.

The Price of Immortality debuff ended after what felt like an age, and I gasped as color and sound flooded back into the world. With the fighting over, my Spirit regeneration returned to normal, and the slow leak from Flame of Holding halted.

Otto, with the biggest shit-eating grin I’d ever seen, offered me his hand. I smiled back, taking it, and he jerked me to my feet.

“It’s just the devil-lady, now.” He nodded toward Sandra.

The sounds of battle outside—a closer battle than the one at the outer wall—reached up and flowed through the open windows.

“Kill it! Ahhh!”

The chittering of a spiderkin followed the gurgling cry of a sentry. So, Lowyth hadn’t bailed after all ...

“Abby.” Otto nudged me back to the issue at hand, and I walked with him over to Sandra’s struggling figure.

I stared at her and a sense of pity ached in my chest. She bit against the flame in her mouth, uttering words I couldn’t make out. With a snap of my fingers, I dismissed the gag.

“You’ll pay for this, you horrible thief! How could you do this to the man who saved your life, saved all your lives!” Her voice was panicked, but I knew Sandra wasn’t afraid of dying. No, she was afraid of failing Osmark. Of losing Rowanheath—and she was about to do both. I processed her accusations, an indignant heat building in my chest as I did.

“I paid for this with eight months of one hundred hours a week. I paid for this with missing my dad’s last breath.” The anguish of all the pain from IRL came crashing down on me. “With missing my dad’s funeral. Missing the chance to see my mom face-to-face one more time before the end. I paid already.”

“Those were your choices! You’re stealing from Osmark—” I conjured another gag. I didn’t need to hear one more word.

“Yes I am, and Osmark stole from me. So now we’re even. You can tell him that when you see him in eight hours.”

I triggered Blazing Weapon, holding the fiery short sword high over Sandra’s neck. Then I stopped myself. This wasn’t about me anymore. As my lungs filled with breath, I freed myself from the hate I harbored for Osmark. This was about everyone. This was for everyone. Eldgard deserved a fighting chance at a freedom we never knew IRL. A few million humans, a million or so NPCs ... we could make this work. We could make something incredible. But not with people like Osmark at the helm.

“You can tell him something else for me, too. The people of Eldgard will not roll over and be dominated by you. We will not work ourselves to the bone to build your empire, and we will not stand for your injustice. This is just the beginning.” With a heave, I brought the sword down, watching as the blade sliced through my binds and through Sandra’s neck. Her head rolled away, and her body went limp.

<<<>>>

Faction Alert: Congratulations!

Your faction, the Crimson Alliance, has captured the Rowanheath Command Center—the Faction Seat of the Knights of Holy Light. If your faction holds the Command Center for (30) minutes, you will control Rowanheath and displace the current ruling faction. Countdown: 29:59

<<<>>>

Otto’s firm grip fell on my shoulder, but unlike usual when my strength was low, his grip didn’t make my knees shudder. I stood tall.

“And that”—I dismissed Blazing Weapon—“was for stabbing me to death in the Grand Archives, bitch.”

With combat over, why not loot the bodies? I delighted in the idea of being able to steal Sandra’s precious pauldrons from her shoulders, but sadly that wasn’t how PvP worked here. No gear, no equipment. Not off Travelers. Her body vanished a moment later, disappearing in a shimmering of opalescent magic as she was off to respawn. 

But the boss griffin was fair game, and it didn’t disappoint. I rubbed my hands together greedily. On top of having a bunch of great stuff we could take back to gear up the Crimson Alliance members, it had an absolutely gorgeous necklace that seemed specially designed for me.

<<<>>>

Hearth’s Flame Pendant

Armor Type: Medium; Amulet

Class: Rare

Base Defense: N/A  

Primary Effects: 


●  +5% Fire Spell Damage

●  +2% Spell Critical Chance

●  +5% Spell Critical Damage

●  +12 Intelligence

●  Spirit Regeneration increased by .25 x Character Level


<<<>>>

I snapped the necklace into place. Goosebumps rose on my arms as an instant surge of power shot down my spine and sent shivers through my limbs. I’d never get sick of the feeling buffing stats brought!

“We did it,” DeeJay whooped. “We actually did it!”

“Not yet we didn’t.” I tapped my wrist, knowing DeeJay would get the context. “Otto, DeeJay, block that secret passage with the pieces of the boss griffin. Amara, come to the edge and start playing crowd control with me at the bottom.”

She grinned and stepped to the window with me.

“But first,” she said, her lovely thick accent dripping with amusement, “let’s watch the show.”

The spiderkin hopped from tree to roof to victim, webbing and tossing them into a heap. The courtyard was covered in stringy white, like crisscrossing lasers in a vault room. Except it was spider webbing and baby impregnation if you got caught instead of lasers and prison time ... 

“Disgusting,” Amara snorted, shaking her head.

I chortled, “Yeah.”

My new necklace was warm against my blood-soaked collar, and I stroked it idly, thinking of how screwed the next Imperial sucker who walked in range of this Command Center would be.

Amara shuddered as the spiderkin mummified another victim. “Well,” she said, nocking an arrow, “shall we?”

I held my hands out, palms radiating destruction. “Let’s do it.”
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The Ballad of Jaro Edgewalker
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By N.H. Paxton

Prologue

En Memoria

The Village of Estulia, on the Western edge of the Barrens, January 2043

THEY SAY HE RIDES A dragon, a gods-damned shadow dragon, at that.”

“They say he disappears in a flash, never to be heard before he smashes your skull with a huge, honking mace.”

“I heard that he—”

The door to the village tavern slammed open, and the three boisterous men fell silent. The men all hunkered down at the table they were seated around, their drinks forgotten as they cowered.

“Please,” a feminine voice cooed, “do go on. What did ‘they’ say next about the Jade Lord, the leader of the Crimson Alliance?” A tall woman, easily six feet, strode in wearing full plate armor emblazoned with the Imperial Legion crest. Upon her back sat a pair of weapons, one a massive Great Axe, the other a runic staff blossoming with never-dying flowers in a riot of colors. 

“We, uh ...” the first man stammered as he struggled to find the words to finish his sentence. The second tried to hide behind his ale, failing miserably.

“Boys, boys, boys ...” The armored woman grabbed a nearby empty chair and spun it on a leg, turning it so she could sit with the three. “I’m not here to hurt you. Hell, I want to know what you’ve heard so I can hurt him.”

Seren bought a round for the table, and the gossip bounded well into the morning.  She didn’t mind tossing down a few cold silvers for the info. Even when the stories got completely incredible, like that one ... what was it? When the Jade Lord killed an ancient dragon with hooks and chains and spider silk. She just sighed and made mental notes in her log. Surely he couldn’t have killed an ancient dragon. And surely the tall tale of the cognizant dungeon, Jo-Dan, or whatever, couldn’t be serious. These men were just deeply in their cups. But the information did prove incredibly useful when one of them slipped up and gave away the location of a small sect of Crimson Alliance members hiding out in the Wastes. One of her eyebrows popped up when the man let it flow. 

“Really? There’s a troop here? In the Wastes?” Her words were smooth as butter, but malice lay behind the façade.

“Ah, no. That was just a slip of the tongue, for truth. I would never know anything like that.” The man, whose name was Wendel, got up to leave, but was held firm to the table by a dagger now protruding from his thoroughly bleeding hand. He shrieked in agony as his motion pulled his hand against the blade.

“Oh, Wendel.” Seren tisked as she stood, gently rocking the dagger back and forth as she loosened it from the table. Wendel screamed with every shift, his cries turning to pleading as his hand was turned into hamburger meat. “You can’t leave now. The party”—she ripped the dagger from the table and cast a quick soothing spell, the fingers of her right hand shifting and moving in a blur. A cool essence flowed out of her as the spell took root and the wound in Wendel’s hand stitched itself shut—“is just beginning.” 

A wicked grin etched itself into her features as she slammed that same hand, palm down, against the table. Like a nest of vipers, barbed vines erupted from the center of the table, wrapping themselves around the three men. They began to tighten, digging deeply into the flesh of the captives. 

“I know this woman ...” one of the men, Aldis, stammered. “She’s the gods-damned Inquisitor.” His eyes filled with tears as realization struck him all at once. The realization that they wouldn’t leave the tavern alive. As the vines crushed and pierced, Seren lifted a single finger in the air. The vines stopped moving and slowly edged away. They withered and died a moment later, the growth crumbling to ash. She met each man’s eyes as she spoke. 

“Indeed, I am,” she replied smoothly, “and since you know me, you should know I get what I’m after. Always. And what I’m after now is a man. Jaro Edgewalker. Any chance you’ve heard that name in connection to these sects in the Wastes?”

After a brief moment, Wendel gulped and nodded. 

“Excellent. You will speak to no one of this, or I will annihilate all of you, your families, and your children’s families.” She rose from the table quietly and walked from the tavern. The only sound was the ringing of a single gold piece as it spun where she had been sitting. 

I watched her walk away, the shadows hiding me without effort. I had seen the entire encounter, biding my time, hoping to catch her off guard long enough to put a dagger through her throat. But I’d failed, and she had a target I couldn’t let her reach. She was after my crew in the South Sands. That was a problem. 

One: The Bilge

“I don’t want to hear it, Crass,” I said  as I swung my legs over the edge of the rail. “It’s the only chance we have.” I ignored his pleas as I dropped over the ledge into the basin, which was unfortunately empty. The pumps weren’t working, the water was gone, and I had nearly a hundred lowbies to keep alive. In the damn desert. 

“Jaro, just listen for one second.” Crass continued to annoy me. If he wasn’t the only engineer we had, I’d have left him in the desert when I met him. But he was a damned good engineer and a better tinker. And if I wanted to get these pumps working again, I’d have to keep him around. “We need new parts. Not want, need. I can’t keep jury-rigging shit together when there’s nothing to rig.”

“Crass, dude.” I was already digging through my bag as I spoke, looking for the wiring and the metal parts I had scavenged on my last run out into the Wastes. “I’ve got parts ... they’re not real parts, but they’re parts.” Crass tossed his toolbox to me and dropped down into the basin. He landed with a thump and fell over. One of the perks of being a rogue, I guess, is not having to worry about heavy landings. 

“You always make it look so easy.” He popped a health potion from his belt and guzzled it, tossing the empty bottle aside. It shattered in the empty stone basin, the sound echoing off the sheer stone walls.

“You better hope the water filter takes care of that glass, hermano.” I gave Crass a gentle nudge in the ribs, then hefted my pack, handed him his tool box, and stepped into the pump lines. They were huge, part of an ancient network of powered aqueducts that fed water into the cistern we were standing in as well as other areas that had massive sluice gates, allowing the water flow to be redirected. We imagined there was once an incredible city in the desert, but all that remained of our little area was ruins. An endless stretch of ruins and sand, as far as the eye could see. There was a roof over our heads and we were able to sleep out of the freezing night wind, so it was home. It wasn’t a lot to look at, but it was just fine for us.

“The pumps may be old, but the ancients understood the importance of clean water.” 

I rolled my eyes, having heard this story a dozen times, in as many treks, into the lines. 

“Now listen, man. I don’t really want to hear the story again. Can we ju—shhhh.” I stopped in my tracks and tossed a hand up into the air, palm flat. Crass bumped into me, not realizing I had quit moving.

“Shit, dude. Watch—” 

I slammed a palm over his mouth, my eyes narrow and angry as I lifted my other hand, using my index and middle fingers to demonstrate a person walking, then flipped my hand over and threw up three fingers. Crass’ eyes widened in concern, but he stayed silent. I took my hand off his mouth and motioned to a small, mostly sealed intersection in the pump line, and he followed my gaze. Crass nodded and crammed himself into the opening as tightly as he could. I took a deep breath, crouching, and the shadows engulfed me as I disappeared from view. It helped that my Stealth skill was through the roof, and my added bonus from my job skill, Concealment, drastically improved my capabilities, but I needed to be careful still. I wasn’t invisible, not yet. That, I would get at level 45 ... if I made it that far.

I skulked down the pump line, my footsteps completely silent thanks to my rare boots and shrouded light armor. I drew one of my daggers and reversed my grip so the blade ran along my forearm. The sound of footsteps continued to grow louder; my mind went through a thousand different possibilities. They were wearing heavy armor, and were not keen on being quiet. Their conversation, which was in a tongue I didn’t fully understand yet, carried deep into the narrows of the lines. I managed to catch a word or two during their chat, something about the Legion, which I expected, and also about a defector. That one was a surprise. I took a minute to check my gear, to make sure I was using the most effective equipment I had.  

First, I made sure my daggers were still in top condition. They were the tools of my trade, so I had to make sure they were ready. 

<<<>>>

Obsidian Dagger of the Dark End (Twin)

Weapon Type: Slashing; Dagger (Modified)

Class: Legendary, One-Handed (Dual Wield)

Base Damage: 44 (Modified)

Primary Effects:

	36 Points Shadow Damage + (0.2 x Character Dexterity) – (0.4 x Character Armor Weight)

	45 Points Bleeding Damage over 20 seconds

	Improves Dual Wield Attack Speed by 25%

	Reduces Enemy Armor by 30% on first strike (lasts 5 seconds)


Secondary Effects:

	Darkness’ Ending: Must be equipped with Obsidian Dagger of the Light Beginning, or suffer 15 points of Health, Stamina, and Spirit damage every 5 seconds

	Shatterproof: Held together by the Binding of Light and Dark; cannot be destroyed while paired with Obsidian Dagger of the Light Beginning

	Increases Backstab Level +2 while equipped

	Increases Stealth Level +2 while equipped


Where there is darkness, so too must there be light.

<<<>>>

Obsidian Dagger of the Light Beginning (Twin)

Weapon Type: Slashing; Dagger (Modified)

Class: Legendary, One-Handed (Dual Wield)

Base Damage: 44 (Modified)

Primary Effects: 

	36 Points Light Damage + (0.2 x Character Dexterity) – (0.4 x Character Armor Weight)

	45 Points Fire Damage over 20 Seconds

	Improves Critical Strike Damage by 25%

	Reduces Enemy Spirit by 30% on first strike (lasts 5 seconds)


Secondary Effects:

	Light’s Beginning: Must be equipped with Obsidian Dagger of the Dark End, or suffer 15 points of damage to Dexterity, Strength, Intelligence, and Spirit until mended, or the pair are rejoined

	Shatterproof: Held together by the Binding of Light and Dark; cannot be destroyed while paired with Obsidian Dagger of the Dark End

	Increases Night Eye effectiveness by 30 Yards while equipped

	Improves chance to evade detection, even while in light, by 30%


Where there is light, so too must there be darkness.

<<<>>>

Just having them in my possession made me feel safe, even if they weren’t in use. They had served me greatly over the past couple weeks, and I was loath to ever trade them in. My armor wasn’t much in comparison, being a rag-tag compilation I had gathered while adventuring, but it was keeping me alive, so it was worthwhile. I checked the stats on those pieces next, making sure nothing had started to decay since my last trip to the armorer.

<<<>>>

Cowl of the Shadow Blade

Armor Type: Light; Unnatural Cloth

Class: Rare

Base Defense: 16

Primary Effects:

	+1 to Combat Sense


Grants passive: Night Eye

Night Eye allows you to see even in the poorest of lighting conditions, casting the world into a blue haze. Hvitalfar (Dawn Elves), Dokkalfar (Murk Elves), and Svartalfar (Dwarves) automatically use Night Eye in dark environments.

Effect: 8% vision improvement at night or in poor lighting. 

Prevents Blinding

<<<>>>

Night-Kissed Boiled Leather Chest Plate

Armor Type: Light

Class: Rare

Base Defense: 41

Primary Effects:

	+4 to Dexterity

	+10% Resistance to Slashing, Blunt, and Piercing Damage

	+10% Chance to avoid detection while in Stealth


Secondary Effects:

	5% Chance to grant Evasion


Evasion: Ignores all damage an attack would otherwise deal by dodging out of the way with preternatural speed. This effect cannot trigger more than once every 10 seconds. Can be stacked with other items which may grant Evasion

Parry chance increased by 10%

<<<>>>

Pantaloons of the Broken Blade

Armor Type: Light; Unnatural Cloth

Class: Rare

Base Defense: 30

Primary Effects:

	Reduces damage from all physical sources by 4%

	+2 to Dexterity


Secondary Effects:

	3% chance to grant Evasion


<<<>>>

Dusted Midnight Shoes of the Footpad

Armor Type: Light; Cloth

Class: Rare, Enchanted

Base Defense: 12

Primary Effects:

	Causes all footsteps to be completely silent, even while sprinting

	Improves Agility-based skills by 1 level

	Increases Critical Strike chance by 5%


Secondary Effects:

	Dust of Midnight: Once per day, the wearer may use the equipment ability Dust of Midnight, granting them complete, and instant, invisibility for 5 seconds.


<<<>>>

Fingerless Gloves of the Forgotten Shadow

Armor Type: Light; Unnatural Cloth

Class: Rare

Base Defense: 8

Restriction: Rogue Class

Primary Effects:

	+1 Pickpocket 

	+1 Locksmith

	Improves Dual-Wield attack speed by 10%

	Reduces chance to be detected while in Stealth by 10%

	Studded: Increases unarmed damage by 5%


Secondary Effects:

	2% chance to grant Evasion


<<<>>>

Shawl of the Undeterred Thief

Armor Type: Light; Cloth

Class: Rare, Enchanted

Base Defense: 18

Primary Effects:

	Reduces falling damage by 50%

	+4 to Dexterity


Secondary Effects:

	5% chance to grant Evasion

	Undeterred: Once per day, the wearer may trigger Undeterred, granting them unrestricted movement for 30 seconds, instantly breaking all snares or other movement-restricting effects which are applied at the time.


Any window is an exit, every roof a vaulting post, every structure is just a stepping stone

<<<>>>

My armor may not have had any legendary pieces in it, and I certainly didn’t have any set bonuses, but it provided what I needed: the ability to survive. More than once my Evasion had triggered at just the right time to keep me alive. I had a feeling I would need it here. The footsteps were getting closer, and the ringing of heavy plate armor was becoming concerning. I fished in my pockets and pulled out a stone. Some Rogues used smoke balls, others used flashy distractions. I used stones. What? They were cheap and easy to come by.

I checked the direction of the incoming footfalls again and hurled the stone toward them, bouncing it expertly off a wall. The noise clicked and clunked and plipped for a while, causing all sorts of chaos among the three individuals. I smiled a bit as they shouted, enjoying the shwick of weapons being unsheathed. From the sounds of it, two were carrying small weapons. The other had a nice hefty something—there was a metallic clunk as that same heavy weapon slammed into the ground. The squeak of a rat meeting its end filled the chamber. Well, that was unexpected.

“Idiot, now they KNOW we’re coming!” A masculine voice carried to my ears, with a heavy accent. Accipiter, for sure.

“You didn’t have to kill the poor thing.” Now a gentle, concerned female voice.

I turned back to Crass, who was still crouched down in the small hole in the line. His Stealth skill was active, but it was such a low level it was kind of funny. It didn’t matter, these three wouldn’t see the end of the pump lines. And besides, I had people to get water to. I couldn’t fail. I took a minute to step through my options and decided to meet them before Crass got involved. He had a shoddy repeater, yes, but his combat skills were pretty terrible. 

I stepped to the side of the pump line and headed toward the trio, my blades drawn and held behind my forearms. My skill in Stealth allowed me to travel quite quickly without too much trouble, and my shoes were priceless for this very activity. As I approached, I saw torchlight shifting wildly about. Ah, another advantage, they would be night-blind. It was almost pitch-black down in the lines, this far from any of the major basins. I swept up to the edge, having noticed that their footfalls had stopped, and leaned my head out around the bend. They were standing around in a triangle, their backs to the center. 

“There’s something coming,” the woman said, her voice strong and confident. She wore plated robes and had a staff in one hand and a long sword in the other. A Battle Mage.

“I’m glad you have Danger Sense, Ryka.” The heavy armor and hulking piece of metal that passed for an ultra Greatsword gave away the Warlord.

“Shut up. Whatever it is probably can hear you.” Another one in plate, but with a pair of long swords. A Duelist? I’d never seen one of those before. 

All of their armor was emblazoned with the Imperial Legion crest—a blue-and-gold shield with a great Griffin, and the Imperial motto, Ad Victoriam—not that I was surprised in any way. I half expected them all to be Knights, or Templars, or gods-know-what-else. Clearly none of them knew anything about being stealthy. Or at least that’s what I thought until I felt the slight pressure of a blade against my throat.

“Hey,” came a gentle whisper, almost completely inaudible. His lips were so close that I could feel them brush against the hair on my ears. “Had to make sure you weren’t with them.” The blade slid away from my neck, the pressure gone, the presence completely vanished. I spun, looking for the source of the voice and the blade, but saw nothing. A moment later, the Duelist fell to the ground, a blade protruding from the back of his skull.

“Shit, they’re on us!” The meathead Warlord let out a shout as he tried to buff the group, but it was silenced by a knife appearing from thin air, slicing his neck full across. Another kill. This guy was good, whoever he was. All that was left was the Battle Mage. 

She backed up slowly, trying to find some distance, her eyes wild and darting everywhere. She raised her staff, and a sphere of shifting flame surrounded her body. She smiled briefly as she breathed a sigh of relief, but then a man in pitch-black leathers shifted out of Stealth inside her shield. He cocked his head sideways as the Battle Mage shrieked, but her life ended an instant later as a third blade materialized beneath her jaw and slammed into the soft flesh. It struck so hard that it tore through her head and stuck firm into the stones of the ceiling. There was a blur as the man disappeared and then reappeared right in front of my eyes. I’d seen some sick stuff in V.G.O. since I had transitioned, but this guy was insane.

“Don’t you worry.” His voice was gruff, like gravel in a cement mixer. “I took care of them for you. Now, go fix the pumps.” He clapped me on the shoulder, then phased out of view. The whole fight took maybe ten seconds. The sound of the Battle Mage’s body hitting the ground was the next thing I heard as I shook myself from the shock. What the hell did I just witness?

“Are ... are they dead?” Crass’ voice shattered the silence like someone had dropped an expensive vase in a funeral parlor. He crept up around behind me and peeked past the bend as well. The torch was beginning to gutter on the ground as it fought to keep a constant air flow, giving the entire scene an incredibly hellish appearance.

“Yeah ... and I didn’t even lift a blade.” After rifling the bodies and finding some mostly common loot, we split the twelve gold, fourteen silver, and eleven coppers and continued on the way to the pump in silence. 

Two: Broken Pumps, Broken Dreams

“Well, the pumps are here ... sort of.” Crass’ face fell as he saw the absolutely destroyed pieces of equipment that we’d repaired a dozen times before. There would be no repairing them this time. Those thugs, whoever they were, had made sure of it. Crass spent a few more minutes inspecting the wreckage of the ancient equipment.

“So ...?” I stood leaning against a wall, waiting for him to give me details.

“They’re completely boned, bro.” Crass picked up a few pieces of the annihilated pumps and dropped them, looking for something to repair. “They really did some damage. Hell, I don’t think a Master Engineer could fix these things.” He sighed heavily and stood from his crouched position. “Without these pumps, getting enough water for the crew, well ...”

“Yeah, yeah, don’t say it.” I waved a dismissive hand as he trailed off. It was impossible.

“We’re going to have to move. I hear the Jade Lord is taking people of all forms and fighting abilities.” Crass stood amongst the wreckage and tossed a piece of the pump to me. I caught it deftly. “Zero durability. I mean, I can try to fix it, but it’s going to take a long time.  And no guarantees, obviously.”

“Is it possible, that’s all I need to know.” I tossed the scorched chunk of metal back to Crass, who caught it with a little effort.

“Can you give me an hour to see what I can come up with?” Crass put down his toolbox, pulled out a couple spanners, hammers, and screwdrivers, and set to work. I decided it was time to divvy up those points I hadn’t used from my last level, since I clearly needed to improve my Combat Sense. I couldn’t be getting snuck up on, that was a rookie mistake. Knowing exactly where I wanted to distribute those 2 ability points, I tossed them in and viewed my handiwork. Yeah, they were going to help immensely.

<<<>>>

Ability: Combat Sense

The ability to understand the flow of combat around you and to interpret enemy movements so as to better predict incoming attacks. Understanding combat also provides an understanding of the world around you at large, improving your passive perception and ability to notice threats.

Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 4 (Journeyman)

Cost: None

Effect: Enhanced understanding of combat, occasionally see attacks made against you as glowing arcs, allowing you to dodge, parry, or block them. Chance of this triggering is 5% + 2.5% per skill level invested (Current: 12.5%).

Secondary Effect: Enhances your passive perception, reducing your chances to be taken by surprise or miss out on things others would normally not notice, such as hidden doors, secret switches, and traps. Perception enhanced by 10% + 5% for every skill level (Current: 25%).

Journeyman Perk: Receive additional experience from battle at a rate of 1%

<<<>>>

Ability: Shadow-Poisoned Blades

Every Rogue fights dirty, but Nightblades fight dirtier. Using techniques stolen from the Maa-Tál, Nightblades can coat their weapons in a tainted poison infused with the power of Umber, causing shadow damage and infecting the wounds with a sickening shadow disease which prevents natural health regeneration. Remember, if the Shadow provides, it also takes away. Lasts 1 hour.

Skill Type/Level: Active/Level 3 (Adept)

Cost: 120 Spirit

Effect: Coat your blade or blades in Shadow Poison, inflicting 50 Shadow Damage + 10 per skill level invested (Current: 80 Damage).

Secondary Effect: Damage caused by Shadow-Poisoned Blades does not naturally regenerate until cleansed or an hour has passed from the most recent infection.

Adept Perk: This weapon coating now lasts 2 hours, or until removed or replaced by another, more powerful coating.

<<<>>>

“Yeah, that’s nice.” My voice caught Crass off guard, and he gave a small squeak. “Oh, sorry, hermano, I was just thinking out loud.” He went back to work, muttering something about Rogue classes being quiet. I flipped one of my throwing daggers out of my wrist sheath and picked at my fingernails with it. How did so much grime end up under there, anyway? Medieval-era sanitation at its finest. Having some time to kill, I wandered about the area. I’d been here a dozen times before, but it was always a quick in-and-out. Usually there were a few Great Rats to kill here and there, or the odd Sewer Leech, but we hadn’t run into anything on this particular trip.

I tossed my right hand up over my shoulder as I walked away from Crass. “I’ll be back, keep in touch if things go pear-shaped.” Before he could even answer, with a flexion of my will, the shadows consumed my figure, and I was engulfed in Stealth. I popped open my map and took a glance. Strange, the tunnels were all dark. When I had been down here before, the tunnels were all visible. Something changed since we were last here. I pulled the front wrap from my hood over my mouth and nose and stalked into the darkness. As I left the torchlight that Crass had, my Night Eye kicked in and everything took on an azure hue. I traveled a little ways, keeping an eye on my map in the corner of my vision. 

Just like before, the tunnels developed color and visibility as I walked them. An unusual noise caught my attention, like a distant creaking and groaning of metal. I titled my head sideways as I listened for it to repeat, but no dice. I figured it had come from the south, but there was just a wall. I looked at the unusual dead end and took another step toward it. A flare of blue caught my eye on the wall to my right. It didn’t happen often, but the cyan coloration showed me there was a trick mechanism in the wall. There was a brick here that I needed to manipulate somehow in order to open a door or trip a mechanism. 

I flipped my dagger-turned-nail-cleaner out of its place and gently traced the edges of the brick with the tip as I triggered Rogue’s Intuition. Thanks to my previous experience in stealth games like Thief and Assassin’s Creed back when things like that still existed, I kind of knew what I was doing. Kind of. What I didn’t expect was the trap that was inlaid with the unlocking mechanism. I didn’t feel the needle in my hand until it was too late and the world was starting to spin. My arms and legs went numb, then I fell over, unable to stop myself from hitting the ground hard. The injury knocked a good 10% off my HP bar, which I barely noticed as I faded into unconsciousness.

Three: Curiosity Killed the Player

“...Going to eat him, obviously.” The voices were distorted, far away, and very irritating. I tried to move my hands, but they were tied to something hard, cold, and very rough. I looked around and saw nothing but absolute darkness. My Night Eye wasn’t working, and worse, I couldn’t feel the cold wet stone under my feet. Probably some sort of lingering debuff from the poison. I tried to access my messaging system to shoot an SOS over to Crass, but all of my overlays were fuzzy; trying to force them into existence gave me a powerful migraine. I noticed there were a couple flashing icons next to my HP bar. Notifications, then. Great. I willed them into being and had to squint to read them. 

<<<>>>

Notification:

You have suffered from a poison needle trap! You’ve taken 25 points of HP damage and were poisoned with an unknown venom. 

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added:

Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and Disorientation; duration, 1 minute.

Addled: Your skills, abilities, talents, and interface are befouled by mental trauma! You are unable to access all skills, abilities, and talents; duration, 10 minutes.

You are unable to access your interface; duration, 1 minute.

Unconscious: You were rendered unconscious! Confusion, Lethargy, and Dysphonia; duration 2 minutes.

Poisoned: You have been afflicted with an unknown poison! Effects unknown; duration unknown.

<<<>>>

Well, if that didn’t take the cake, I don’t know what does. At least I should have my abilities back in a few minutes. My interface was still fuzzy, but it was coming back steadily. I saw several timers spiraling down to 0 beside my HP bar, which was good. The bad thing was the big nasty green square that showed a drop of poison with a question mark on it. That one was NOT spinning to 0. Damn.

“He’s awake, what do we do?” One of the raspy voices, which I noticed was actually much closer than I originally thought, spoke up. 

“I already told you,” the other voice said sternly. “We boil him in oil and eat him.”

“Ahem, so, uh, hey, cabron.” I cleared my throat and hoped to maybe get some conversation out of them, willing my debuffs to dissipate. “I don’t know where I am, or what you are, but you seem chill, so can we talk about this?” Lies.

“Man-food wants to talk?” The first voice again. I heard shuffling this time, like it was moving around.

“Man-foods lie, always lie to non-man.” That second voice. Of course, the one who sounded bigger—wait, can things sound bigger than others? Doesn’t matter, off topic.

“Uh, I’m not man-foods, I’m just a dude.” I tried to sound as obnoxious as possible. With my Latin-American accent, it was a challenge.

“What is this ‘dood’?” The first voice again. Good, I was getting somewhere. Also, my timers were running low, which was very, very good.

“Crea’me, it’s a male human. I’m a human.” Ahhh ... wait.

“See? I told you, IS man-foods.” Second voice. Damnit.

“Mira, I don’t have time for this, yeah? I’ve got to get out of here and take care of a couple things right quick. Now, I’m sorry I stumbled on your, uh ... whatever this is, clubhouse?” I popped my neck; it was starting to get stiff from the strain of being tied to whatever the hell I was tied to.

“Man-foods is not happy?” First voice. The reasonable one. Good.

“No, man-foods is not happy. Now, I can direct you to some actual man-foods, if you’re not the caring sort. You don’t mind your food dead already, do you?” I noticed that my timer for my skills and abilities was just about finished. I just needed another fifteen seconds of them not trying to eat me. 

“Man-foods offers other foods. Maybe other foods that man-foods knows of are more foody than this food?” The second voice sounded less insistent this time. Also, what the hell did he just say?

“Uh, yes, they are more food-y.” Ten seconds ...

“We talk about this. Man-foods sits and waits.” There was more shuffling as the pressure, and now noticeable stench, moved away. I could feel my fingers returning to their normal nimbleness, and my mind kicked back into full speed. Yes, that’s what I was waiting for. The world exploded in a violent flash of deep blues as Night Eye took effect. Oh, I wished I had stayed partially blind. The creatures were half fish, half man. I think they were Sahuagin, or some species of merman. Dios mio, what a nightmare. 

I needed to move quickly, or I was going to end up fish food. 

I snapped the tips of my fingers into the shape of a cone on my right hand and gave it a quick twist at the wrist. A blade of energy wrapped itself around the inside of my forearm as I triggered one of my most utilitarian abilities, Hidden Edge. Being only level 1, it only provided a mildly sharp blade to cut through basic bindings, but it would suffice for the rotten rope the creatures had bound me with. I worked feverishly, quietly slicing at the rope. I felt it fray, then shift. After what seemed like an eternity, it fell to the floor silently. The blade of energy vanished, having done its job. With both of my hands now free, I dropped a throwing dagger out of my sleeve and got to work on the bindings on my legs. It took much less time. 

I popped up from my chair and flicked my wrist out, sending the dagger flying through the air. The death squelch of the bigger of the two fish creatures filled the small room. Shock ran across the smaller fish-man’s features as he turned his head to me, drawing a rusted cutlass from a badly shredded sword belt. He let out a half hiss, half gurgle as he charged, his fishy mouth open, showing rows upon rows of serrated teeth. I shifted my stance and drew my Obsidian twins, flipping the blades on end so that they ran along my forearms. 

I braced for impact by crossing my arms in front of me, prepared to give a counterstrike. 

The world slowed to a crawl and a glowing arc of warm light shimmered from the edge of the upraised cutlass. I saw the moment to dodge, and took it, sidestepping out of the way. I left my right leg out as time rammed back to full speed, and the fish dude tripped over my leg, off balance from the wild swing and miss with the cutlass. He tumbled onto the ground, and I took the opportunity to trigger Piercing Strike—a Bladed Weapons skill—adding 120% to my Backstab bonus, which luckily procced a critical hit, dealing more than 900% of the base damage. As if the ten-inch blade made from Obsidian protruding from the base of the fish-man’s skull wasn’t indication enough of his instant death, the front of his head exploded outward from the sheer pressure of the blow. 

“Well, now ...” I said to nobody in particular as I glanced about the room I was now thankfully alone in. It was quite the trove of junk. There were small piles of various garbage loot everywhere, and then there was something in the corner that caught my attention. It was a small blade made of black, harsh-looking metal. It reminded me of an accident in a forge I had once seen in one of the major cities. I dusted my hands off and crouched down next to it. 

The entire thing was a single piece of metal, but on it were etched terrible faces and runes that made my eyes hurt. They seemed to writhe on the metal of their own accord. Taking a deep breath, which was a mistake as I inhaled the absolute stench of whatever they had been storing in this rotten place, I grabbed the blade from the floor. There was a tingling that wormed its way up my hand as I gripped it. It physically hurt to hold. I dropped the blade, and it tinked to the floor. I grasped at my wrist as the pain began to subside. 

“The hell?” I groped around in my pouches for a moment before finding a large piece of cloth. I wrapped my hands in the cloth and picked up the blade again. It still hurt, but not nearly as bad. I examined it, and my heart sank.

<<<>>>

Malware Blade of Serth-Rog

Weapon Type: Bladed; Dagger

Class: Unique; One-Handed

Base Damage: 25

Primary Effects:

	+15 to Strength

	+15 to Dexterity

	+100 pts Cold Damage

	+10% to Critical Hit when Backstabbing


Unique Usable Effect:

Thanatos virus: Activate the Thanatos Virus when an enemy is at Critical health to upload a crippling virus, which does 1000 pts of Plague Damage/sec. (Charge: 1)

Note: Using all Thanatos Virus charges will permanently destroy this weapon!

Note: Players without an “evil” alignment suffer 5 pts Disease Damage/sec while this weapon is equipped.

Note: If a player without an “evil” alignment activates the Thanatos Virus, that player will also be afflicted by the Thanatos Virus!

Note: Any player—PC or NPC—killed while afflicted by the Thanatos Virus will be permanently deleted and will not respawn!

Immortality is a fickle thing. Death IS coming...

<<<>>>

“Holy. Shit.” My entire body shook as I looked at the blade. What struck me first was the fact that it had “charges,” not just “charge,” meaning this had been used before. But the end all was the Thanatos Virus itself. It could permanently delete a player, no respawn, no safety net. I was tempted to toss it away, but then a thought, terrible and dark, occurred to me. I decided to keep it.

Four: And Then There was Water

“Hey, hermano!” I called over to Crass, who was turning a couple bolts on what looked like a new water pump. “What have you got there?” I pointed at the machine as I strode up to his side. I knelt down next to it and inspected his work. 

“There were enough functional pieces left over from the two pumps to salvage one of them. It won’t be nearly as efficient, but it works.” With the end of his sentence, he set down his spanner and flipped a switch on the side of the machine. It whirred for a moment, lazily at first, then it kicked up to a full roar. It came to life and I could hear water flowing through a pipe somewhere nearby. It sputtered and shot out a handful of sparks, but recovered. “Well, I mean, it will work for now.” Crass shrugged as he tossed his tools back into their box and slung a satchel over his shoulder. “So, where the hell have you been? You look worse for wear.” He pointed at my head injury, which I’d been hoping my cowl would cover. Evidently it didn’t.

“I, uh, got snagged by a couple of fish people. They’re dead now.” I tossed him a small bag of coins, some of the money I had found after rummaging around in the loot room. “How long do we have until we’re swimming?” I’m not fond of swimming, and I don’t care to drown again. My first death in V.G.O. was due to drowning. It was terrible. Water levels ...

“Maybe an hour? It’s going to be considerably less efficient than previously.” Crass shrugged as he slowly walked out of the pump room, his torch lighting his way.

“You know where you’re going, right?” I called out as he turned a corner, disappearing from view. 

“Yeah, we’ve been here a dozen times, bro. It’s all mapped already.” He finished his sentence with a chuckle. I pulled up my map, and all of the tunnels were mapped again. I opened my mouth to shout something but decided against it. It wasn’t worth the fight. 

We were topside in a matter of twenty minutes, swarmed by the lowbies we had sworn to protect. I wasn’t going to enjoy dealing with the conversation of leaving or even finding a new place to live. But it had to be done. I was kind of the de facto leader, and that meant I needed to lead. Whether I wanted to or not.

Before I even had a chance to really catch my breath, Alana, a gorgeous Mage who had taken to me like a cat to cream, was holding my arm against her chest tightly. “Oh, Jaro, thank you so much! You’ve brought water back to us! Whatever would we do without you?” 

“We all need water, hermana. It’s not something we can live without.” I didn’t exactly need her attention, and I didn’t care much for a relationship right then. Yes, she was gorgeous, and she seemed to want me, but I didn’t have the time. There was an Inquisitor to stop, and I needed to focus on that. If she stuck around after the air cleared, then maybe. But at that moment, she was more of an annoyance than a girlfriend. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not cold and callous, and I definitely had feelings for her, but there were more pressing issues. 

“Crass, where the hell did you get off to?” I hollered over the din of the people in the cavern. Everywhere you looked there was a tent, or a campfire, or a lean-to of some kind. Once, this cavern had held an underground city, built by an ancient civilization. Now, though, it was a ruin, inhabited by a population that would never truly appreciate the beauty it once held. 

We were squatters, to be fair. We found a place to live, and we took it. It kept us out of the desert heat in the day and the frigid cold in the night. And it was damned hard to find, too. I got lucky while scouting one day, leading a group of people out to find a source of water after we had headed into the desert poorly prepared. There were only fifteen of us then. More and more had found their way to us, and they chose to stay. The Inquisitor, Seren, had said we were Crimson Alliance. But, truthfully, we were completely unaligned. I intended to stay that way, as long as I could. Though that hadn’t stopped Seren from hunting us down. Inquisitors were just the worst.

Crass finally wandered up, snapping me out of my quiet reflection. “You called?” He gave me a shrewd smile with some arrogance behind it.

“I wanted to tell you that you did an awesome job, hermano. Muy perfecto.” I held up a hand, touched my thumb and forefingers together and gave the air a gentle kiss.

“Hey, bro, it’s what I do. I got a job quest out of it too! Apparently, there’s a job for Salvage Engineering, which isn’t something I expected.” He gave me the details of his quest. Evidently, he needed to kill something large, dangerous, and made of living scrap. The good news? It was a level-twenty quest. The bad news? It was across the world. Like, all the way across the world. Apparently, there was a huge scrap heap in New Viridia, the seat of the Imperial Legion, and something had developed sentience within it. Sounded like Necromancy gone wrong. I wanted to help him out with it, so I did the next best thing.

“It’s in New Viridia?” I rolled my eyes at him in mock irritation. “How will you ever get there?”

“Dude, not cool.” Crass gave a heavy sigh as he leaned against an ancient wall, the exterior foundation of a once proud building. “I legit don’t know how I’m going to get there.”

“Ah, yes, about that.” I dug around in my bag for a moment before removing a scroll, a beautifully elegant parchment with a wax seal, perfectly rolled paper, and a crisp edge. “Here, this is for you.” I handed him the scroll as his eyes lit up. 

“Is this a port-scroll to New Viridia? Where in the darkest darkness did you get this?” He smiled wide for a moment, then his face hardened. “No, I can’t take this. These are worth a fortune. You could feed our entire group here for a week with what you could sell this for, maybe double if you sell it to the reds.” He tried to shove it back into my hand, but I let it drop to the floor. 

“No, no, you see, I can’t take that back. That’s, uh, a gift. And you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, as they used to say.”

“What’s a gift horse? Look, I can never pay you for this scroll, Jaro.” Crass knelt down and picked up the parchment. I used the opportunity to wrap myself in shadows and step away. By the time he stood up, I was gone. “Dude, thi—oh, okay, and he’s gone. Asshole.” I watched Crass shake his head with a smile on his face as he tucked the parchment away in his inventory. 

“Vaya con Dios,’” I whispered as I watched him walk away. “You’re going to need it.”

Shortly after the exchange with Crass, I found myself back in my own room, which was one of the few buildings left standing. Once I was voted leader, or however that worked out, I was moved here instead of the alleys I had previously slept in. There was a knock at the wall, right beside the empty doorway, as I finally moved to sit down. 

“Gah, yes, come in.” I sighed heavily as I straightened my legs and stood back up. Alana slipped around the corner of the wall, a wry smile on her lips. She stepped to the center of the room, beautiful and elegant as ever. Something seemed off about her, though. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as she moved closer. 

“Oh Jaro, you’re so distant, you never stay in one place too long, and you never keep anyone around. How lonely you must be.” She reached her hands up to her hair and pulled out a tie. It cascaded down to her butt in long curls. Her hands stayed firmly clasped behind her back, showing off the tightness of her robe in all the right places. She was doing a fine job of distraction, any Rogue would have been proud. 

“Well, I don’t find that I’m welcome in too many places for very long.” In my head, I started taking note of the room. It wasn’t like I had left it before I went down to fix the pumps. It had been searched.

“But I welcome you, do I not?” Her voice was petite and playful, with just a hint of sadness. She was only two feet from me now. I could smell her perfume, intense and heady, exaggerated to hide something.

“I do always feel welcome when you’re around, Alana, but ... what is it you need tonight?” My mind rushed through a hundred scenarios. At this close range, if she hit me with a spell, I could be in serious trouble.

“Then why don’t you ever show it?” She lunged at me, a hairpin tucked in her hand like a dagger. I whipped my left arm forward and caught her wrist with my forearm, but she held the pin tight despite the blow. She was well trained. “I’m here for your head, Jaro Edgewalker. You pissed off the wrong people this time.”

“Ah hell, who was it this time, eh? Was it the Vincaros? Those bastards had it coming.” I finished the sentence with a quick shove of my foot to her chest, pushing her back and giving myself space to maneuver. She slashed at my leg, but missed, thankfully. Now I knew why her perfume was so strong. She was hiding the smell of the poison on the needle. I had my suspicions of the kind of poison, but it didn’t matter. Not with the chances of it enhancing the unknown poison already flowing through my veins. I had to end this quickly, or she would end me. I didn’t like dying.

“It doesn’t matter, really. Because there are so many who want you dead, nobody will mourn your passing.” We started a dangerous dance of circling the room. My left-handed dagger rested along the top of my right wrist, while my right dagger ran along my forearm. I moved my fingers in a series of quick motions, like ancient battle magic, and my daggers glowed with a darkness that absorbed some of the light around me. It lasted only for a second, but I knew the poison had taken effect. A green box with a droplet shape and an up arrow showed me the blades had been poisoned. One of us was going to die in a single strike, but who was still up in the air.

“I can’t die tonight, Alana. I’ve many things to accomplish yet.” I tried to throw her off her game with banter, hoping her skill wasn’t as deeply entrenched as I thought it was. 

“You’re going to die tonight, and I’m going to drag your head back to Seren.” Bingo, now I knew what was up. Seren had infiltrated my little group. I knew she wouldn’t kill everyone outright, not without cause. But Inquisitors were dangerous thugs of the Imperial Legion, blessed with Holy Magic. And Seren was extremely dangerous. She’d been dogging my heels for ages: constantly sabotaging my quests, doing her best to outright kill my compatriots for the perceived “sin” of merely being tied to me ... some attempts successful, all regrettable. The guilt I carried for those I’d lost was often too much to bear. She once fire-bombed an entire village because there was suspicion of a traitor to the Legion. It would take a lot to take her down, but the end result would be well worth it. So long as Alana didn’t kill me first. I needed to focus. Alana might be a challenge. 

“Send Seren my regards, won’t you?” I wrapped myself in shadow and feinted while I was doing it. I knew there would be an afterimage of my body moving in one direction, but I shifted and moved to the other side. Alana followed my image and slashed wildly at the air, hitting nothing but space. I moved silently and wrapped my arm around her throat, smacking her wrist with the flat of my other blade. Her wrist fractured, and the pin fell to the floor, rolling across the carpet. She gasped as I pulled her tightly against my chest. She fought and flailed as I brought my blade to her throat. “Where is she?”

“You’ll have to kill me, Edgewalker. The things she’ll do to me ... me dying here will pale in comparison.” She fought harder, her face becoming red, then deepening to purple as I squeezed her neck in my elbow. She started clawing at my gauntlets, the panic rising in her as she fought for air. I hadn’t realized a smile had found its way to my face, nor that I had raised her from the floor. I released her body, and she fell to the ground, gasping, clawing at the carpets for the pin I had placed my foot over top of. She scrambled, looking for anything she could use to hurt me. I smacked her in the side of the head with the back of my fist, the studs in my gauntlet leaving indentations in her skull. 

She immediately fell unconscious. 

I didn’t like torturing people for information, but I could. I reached down and collected the hairpin she had poisoned. I held it to my nose and gave it a quick sniff. Paralytic. Perfect.

Five: Blinded By the Light

“Hello there, gorgeous.” I smiled gently as Alana awoke from her severe head injury. No doubt she was enjoying the same stack of debuffs I had when I awoke after I was attacked. She struggled to move but I had secured her to a chair, quite a bit better than my assailants had earlier that day. She shouted something at me, but the gag in her mouth kept it from coming out clearly. I guess I could remove that.

“You bastard, I’ll kill you where you stand. I’ll burn everything you know and love, I—” And that was obviously a bad idea. I put the gag back into her mouth and waited. She continued to shout through the cloth, so I sat down and looked at the watch I didn’t have on my arm. What I wouldn’t do for a good watch in V.G.O. Maybe a Rolex. Ah, but I digress. Alana’s face had returned to her normal color and the hatred had gone out of her eyes, somewhat. I moved forward to remove the gag again, and she narrowed her eyes at me. I waggled a finger in her face. 

“Now, now, let’s be a bit more civil, shall we? You give me what I want, and you get to leave, or live, or die, or whatever you want so long as I remain alive. Deal?” She nodded fiercely as I removed the strip of cloth in her mouth.

“Do what you will, Edgewalker. If you must kill me, then kill me now, and spare me this embarrassment.” She was a feisty one, for sure. Oh, how I would miss that fire. A right shame I’d have to put her down. 

“Before I grant you that one wish, since that’s what you continue to ask for, hermana, I need to know one thing as well. I need to know where your precious Seren is hiding.” I stalked back and forth in the room as I spoke. My hands were intertwined behind my back, the hairpin held between my fingers. I didn’t want to use it, but I knew I could if need be.

“I cannot tell you that. She will destroy me. The torture will be unending! She’ll bind me to her personal home, then she’ll torture me to death over and over!” Yep, that sounded like the Seren I knew. There were tears in her eyes at this point, which made me feel bad about what I had to do. A thought formed as I paced. No, maybe she didn’t have to die.

“What if I told you there was a way I could keep that from happening?” I stopped directly in front of her and crouched down to her level. “But I need to know where she is to make that happen.”

“That’s impossible. She will just come back and will continue to hunt you down.” She laughed, but whether it was out of terror or a broken mind, I couldn’t tell. 

“I have my ways, but you have to tell me where she is.” I stood up and slipped the pin into a small pocket inside my glove. Being a Rogue was a good life. 

“Fine, I will tell you. She’s temporarily operating in a small, out-of-the-way cottage just east of here. Your cavern was shockingly easy to find, what with the noise. Had you fewer children, fewer lowbies ...” She said the last word with disgust, as though she had never been a low-level player herself. 

“How will I know she is present? Surely she has some kind of signal.” Knowing Seren, there was sure to be a trick of some sort.

“She burns a brazier in the back garden when she is home. It burns a bright yellow if she is attending someone or burns a deep orange if she is alone and expecting company. It is completely extinguished if she is gone.” Her eyes fell to the floor, studying her own feet. “Can ...” Her words were choked with emotion. “Can you really end her? Can you end my nightmare of endless torture?” Legitimate tears rolled down her cheeks, and they struck my soul like an insanely sharp dagger.

“I can, in fact. But you must promise me something.” I turned my back to her and stared at the doorway. My fists clenched at the thought of what I needed her to do.

“What is it? Name it.” Her voice was strong and clear, solid for the first time since she had arrived this evening.

“I need you to make sure Crass is taken care of. Go with him to New Viridia, make sure he succeeds on his job quest.” I turned and tossed a large bag of coins on the ground in front of her, then followed it with a dagger. “Take care of him.”

“Jaro, I will do this. On my life, I swear to it.” She looked down at the coins and the dagger for a moment, but when she looked up, I was already gone. I had stepped out through the door, consumed by the darkness, both from the night, and in my heart. It was time to take care of Seren.

The journey wasn’t terrible. I expected her cottage to be farther than a couple miles. The fact that she’d sent an assassin instead of attending to our conclave herself told me of her arrogance. I would use it against her. I arrived an hour before dawn, and the brazier was lifeless and cold. I slipped through an open window and moved to an out-of-the-way location in her living quarters. It was hard to tell that a Legion Inquisitor was living here—the building seemed simple and severely lacking. 

I expected more from an individual with her tastes ... from what little I knew about her, she didn’t seem the “Country Living” sort. I went through my positions while I waited, adjusting my stances, flowing through my strikes, until I heard horse hooves outside. I slammed my blades back into their sheathes at my hips and edged my way into the corner between an old wardrobe and a blank wall. I could hear shouting coming from outside, several voices, likely an entourage.

“Has Alana reported back in yet? I sent her to end that fool, Jaro, ages ago.” That voice, like honeyed biscuits. Anger welled inside me as it drew closer.

“No, ma’am, we assume she was either compromised or died of starvation. We’ve had their stores blockaded for a week now, and we’ve seen no caravans out this way.” A male voice, sharp, ready for violence. My resolve hardened like steel in a forge. 

“Damnit, contact HQ. Let them know that I’m going to take a strike force in and wipe everyone out in twenty-four hours.” The door to the cottage slammed open, the heavy wood vibrating on its old, rusted hinges.

“Yes, ma’am.” Horse hooves again. I assumed that violent voice guy rode off to wherever “HQ” was.

“Stupid, useless ... When she respawns, I will rip out her heart with my bare hands!” The sound of heavy metal striking wood rang through the building, followed by the shattering of said wood. Had she put her axe through the table or her fist? It didn’t matter. I stood completely still, frozen in place as the door to the living quarters slowly opened. Seren strode into the room, turned, and sat on the bed mere feet from me. I said a silent prayer as she looked directly at where I was standing. She narrowed her eyes, but then smirked and chuckled to herself. The same sound she’d made when she was showing off her power in the tavern those weeks ago. “Stop hiding, and come out, Edgewalker.” 

I froze. How did she know? She was a gods-damned Inquisitor, that’s how. I was stupid to try to hide.

“Were you expecting me?” I stepped out of the shadows, my mask pulled up to hide my face. I adjusted my gauntlets as though adjusting dress gloves. She lowered her head and smiled. 

“I’ve been expecting you since you watched me intimidate those men in the tavern.” So, she knew about that too. What didn’t they know? She stood from her bed and turned to me, and in a flash, her axe was in her hands. She was faster than I expected. I had to maintain control.

“I’m glad I was able to provide you with some direction.” I reached down and pulled free my blades, shifting them to run along my forearms. “You know, your girl died well. She fought hard. She should be remembered with honor and respect.” I took a quick stance shift and bowed to her, firmly and stoically.

“You did the deed then? I expected better of you, killing a young lady like that. How ... Crass.” She gave a wicked smile as she tilted her head to the side. “Do you think he will like Imperial prison? How long do you figure before he commits suicide and tries to respawn, only to find that he’s bound to the cell he’s going to be spending dozens of years in?” That made my blood boil. No, no. He would be free. I needed to maintain control. 

I twitched just a bit, and Seren took it as a cue to attack. She closed the gap in half a second, her axe in my face before I could react. Whether by luck or divine providence, Evasion procced and allowed me to completely avoid the damage. That was good, because it probably would have killed me. Then I realized I could take advantage of it. She stopped her attack and stared at me with confusion, then raised her axe to strike again.

“Care to try twice?” I raised an eyebrow as I said it. I could see the uncertainty on her face as she swung the axe down again. I caught it on my blades, reducing the damage by 75%, but the pain was still there. It took a solid 20% of my HP off and pushed me back into the corner. I fell to the floor in a mock collapse, tucked myself into a roll, and moved into more open space. I darted behind the door and kicked it shut in her face. Her axe slammed into the wood, splintering it and peppering me with chunks of shrapnel. I took the brief respite to chug a Health Regen potion, the enjoyable bite of the strawberry-cherry liquid flowing down my throat. I chucked the empty bottle at the base of the door, creating some glass caltrops. Doubtful it would bother her in the least, but I had to press my current advantage, which was extremely slim. 

“I will carve out your soul and turn your spine into a whip!” Her voice was dulled by the thick wood of the door. She ripped her axe out of the shattered wood and physically stripped the door out of the wall. Crap, her strength must be through the damn roof. She entwined her fingers in a series of rapid movements, and vines sprouted from the ground all around me. I quick-stepped backwards and hopped away, the vines wriggling and hunting for something to grasp. Seeing that her spell failed, she started casting another, her hand flying through the air at a crazy speed. There was an intense flash of light and everything went stark white. A notification flared in my white-limned vision.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added:

Blind: You are completely blind and unable to see. You have a 95% reduced chance to hit a target with melee, ranged, and spell attacks; duration, 1 minute

<<<>>>

Immediately after that, my vision cleared, and another notification struck my interface. This one was very welcome.

<<<>>>

Debuff Resisted!

Due to the nature of the Cowl of the Shadow Blade, you are immune to Blind Status!

<<<>>>

Despite the notification, I still stumbled around, playing up my part. She expected me to be blind, and I would be as dramatic as possible. I dropped my daggers and held my face. 

“What in the dark hells, woman?” I shouted it as angrily as I could, while moaning. “I can’t see a damned thing.” I could, in fact, see everything. She didn’t need to know that.

“Now that I have your attention,” she started. “I figure I have about a minute to get you where I want you.” She moved to my side and ripped my feet from under me with the haft of her axe. I wasn’t happy with being dropped to the floor unceremoniously, but I padded the fall enough to prevent any major damage. I let out a shout to add some more theater. 

“You see, Edgewalker, I don’t like you.” She walked over top of my body and knelt down, straddling me. “And I don’t like your kind.” She put her face right next to mine. “And I destroy what I don’t like.” 

She leaned in much closer than she needed to—I could feel her breath on my neck. “So I’m going to dest—ACK!” I twisted my wrist and slid the paralytic pin out of the pocket of my glove, gave it a bit of a hope and a prayer, and bumped it with my other hand. It twisted in the air and landed between my fingers. Once in a lifetime. Then I jabbed it into Seren’s neck with everything I had. The poison went to work almost immediately. Her body spasmed as her muscles seized up. Her axe fell from her hands and landed with a heavy clank next to me. I gave her a quick shove and she was on the floor, her face full of terror. I stood and looked around, pulling the mask down off of my cowl. 

“I figured you would monologue, like every good villain who’s let the power get to their head.” I knelt down and pulled the Malware Blade from my bag. I grabbed the hilt full on, watching the poison sap my HP slowly. “But I’m not going to. Now we both die ... forever.” I stabbed her repeatedly in the chest, watching her HP slowly sink. Gods, but she was a tank. The agony written on her face was painful to watch, but it needed to happen. When I was sure her HP was critical, I looked her in the eye and spoke a final phrase. “Vaya con Dios, hermana. May we find peace in the end.” I slid the dagger into the side of her neck and triggered the weapon’s special ability, Thanatos Virus. I watched the toxin pour through her veins, deep black and annihilating everything in its path. 

Simultaneously, I watched the virus creep up my hand and head up my arm. The havoc it brought with it as it literally deleted my code was excruciating, but I didn’t let up. 

I watched my health bar plummet, I watched her eyes glaze over as she faded one final time, and then I watched the world go dark around me. The dagger exploded into a white haze, its final charge used up. The last thing I saw was my body hitting the floor next to Seren’s. I had succeeded. I had finally killed her. Now, my friends and my crew would be safe. I don’t know what I expected to see after my vision went completely black, but it looked like every other death screen I had seen before, except this one was corrupted, the letters were all kinds of messed up, and the respawn timer wasn’t moving. So, this was real death in V.G.O. This was eternity. This was the Thanatos Virus...

<<<>>>

Y0π H®v3 DIED!

Y-Ó HÀ©3 lØŞt 25,460 EXP!

ÀĺĽ aB±Ľĭ±¥ ąπđ Şĸī±¬ pO1n75 TĦà¬ ɯ¬πʋ ʋɳȖșƎđ aπƐ gōȠɇ!

ɌəɱɝΜɓɘƦ, ƺvæȠ łń ϔϭό, DEATH Ϧɐʂ ɔƠƞșɘɸʮɛɴɔɚʂ!

7ɩɱΕ ʋɳȶȈǀ ƦƺȘ±ªƜǸ: 99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99:99

<<<>>>

Dealing with eternity staring at this screen, or the blackness that was elsewhere, I found a certain kind of peace. I knew that Seren was stranded in the same situation. And I was satisfied with this. 

Thusly ends the Ballad of Jaro Edgewalker
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Buried Alive
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By Nicholas Reid 

CARLOS FOUND HIMSELF staring into the vacant sockets of a smooth, time-worn skull, the only object in his field of view not concealed by shadows. He contemplated it for a moment, watching the light shift and play across its yellowed surface, his thoughts fuzzy and unfocused. Some dim part of his mind wondered if his lack of alarm was a commentary on his experience in V.G.O. thus far ... His mouth felt like it was filled with the same gritty sand he felt pressed against his forehead, his cheeks, and the palms of his hands. 

As his mental fog slowly receded, he became aware of a distant rushing sound. A trickle of sand scattered across his face and he blinked blearily, lifting a hand to brush it away, then pausing in shock. He stared at his hand for a moment, feeling the strangest sensation of vertigo. The hand he held up in front of his face didn’t look like his own ... the skin was golden-tinged, the fingers were longer and slenderer than his had ever been. A wave of dizziness washed over him, followed closely after by a splitting pain behind his eyes. A part of his mind noted that he was suffering from severe dehydration, a notion supported by the string of game notifications that were piling up on the edge of his vision. 

“Game ...” he muttered, his throat so parched it came out as a whisper, but he latched onto that thought like a lifeline. This was a game ...

After creating his avatar, he had awakened on the edge of the Barren Sands, but had been jumped by some kind of mercenaries immediately. Carlos winced and rubbed his temples, trying to organize his thoughts. No. Not mercenaries, but slavers ... and what’s worse, they had been players. Well, Travelers was the term the locals used—at least, that’s what he’d found on the game wikis. 

There had been someone else there, a mage of some kind. He had tried to help. Carlos remembered seeing him fling some kind of prismatic green bolt, slapping one of the enemy players against a dune like he was nothing, but there had been too many of them, and ... Carlos felt a wave of guilt gnawing at his insides, far worse than the pangs of hunger or thirst. He’d frozen. It had been too much, too intense, too real. He hadn’t expected to feel everything so strongly, and the sudden violence, the very real threat of pain or death, was just too much for him. 

And now, it was all coming back: his headlong flight into the desert. Foolishly choosing to venture into a sandstorm rather than face his pursuers. That sandstorm had been the worst idea by far. He’d stumbled forward blindly for what felt like hours, buffeted by the winds, using a scrap of his ragged tunic as an improvised air filter. Just when he had been about to give up, he had caught sight of a silhouette ahead in the whirling storm of haze. He had shouted until his throat was raw, charging recklessly forward until he glimpsed a tall woman in a white robe. 

The last thing he remembered was the ground opening up. Then he plummeted into darkness amidst a deafening torrent of sand, dirt, and colliding chunks of stone. 

He sat up slowly, gritting his teeth against the searing pain that he was certain to feel, and was pleasantly surprised to notice only more of that same dull ache. 

A stack of blinking status updates caught his attention, and he started sorting through them.

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs:

Hobbled (Level 2): Your right leg has suffered a severe injury. It is immobilized for the next 5 minutes.

Concussed (Level 1): Intelligence reduced by 3 for 2 minutes.

Thirsty (Level 3): Health, Stamina, and Spirit Regeneration reduced by 30%.

<<<>>>

Not surprisingly he had badly injured himself in the fall, but had apparently been immobile long enough that those debuffs had expired. He had also regained most of his health. Small favors. His main problem at the moment was thirst, which he didn’t need the system to tell him.

Another trickle of sand caught his attention and he looked up, seeing a small square of light high above. It took him a moment to connect the rushing sound with his view of the distant opening: the sandstorm was still in full swing.

As his eyes slowly adjusted to the ever-shifting pattern of dim reddish light, he realized he was in an immense cavern, the ceiling of which must have collapsed beneath him. Luckily, he’d landed on a relatively small, sand-covered shelf of rock, approximately thirty feet wide. Behind him, the floor only extended another ten or fifteen feet before falling away in a sheer cliff, descending into blackness. Beyond that, he had only a sense of immense space, based on the echo and the feel of the air. The distant wall of the cavern was so far away that it wasn’t visible. 

He gave up his attempts to peer into the darkness, and instead turned and audibly gasped at what he saw. Twenty feet in front of him, a short series of steps led to a set of immense doors carved into the cavern wall. It was an enormous gateway, easily several stories tall. Most startling of all was the fact that it was clearly Ancient Egyptian, right down to the painted figures complete with linen kilts, dark eyeliner, and fancy headwear. 

His eyes followed the shaft of light streaming in, from the opening above all the way down to where it pooled on the sandy floor, perfectly silhouetting the desolate skeleton. Something caught his eye, piquing his interest enough that he rose to investigate, forgetting his fall for a moment. It seemed his leg had healed, and he bent to run his fingers over the exposed corner of some buried object, brushing the sand away, then pulling it free to discover a leather travel satchel. 

With mounting interest, he tugged against the rusted clasp, which broke almost immediately, and dumped the contents onto the sandy floor.

An apple tumbled out, along with several folded sheets of thick yellowed parchment, and the crown jewel: a worn travel canteen. 

With trembling hands, hardly daring to hope, he lifted the canteen and gave a whoop of delight when he felt it was at least partially full. The shock of the water against his parched throat was almost painful at first, but soon he had to force himself to take it slow—to take small sips rather than chug the entirety of the life-giving liquid. As good as it was, the apple was almost better. Sweet, juicy, and with just a hint of tartness. By the miracle of video games, both apple and water were fresh and cool. The Dev who had coded the food and water was a saint, and as far as Carlos was concerned, the blisters were completely forgiven. 

Deciding reluctantly to follow his better judgement and save some of the water for later, he set it aside and picked up the parchments. He rifled through them, pausing in interest when he saw a crude sketch of what was unmistakably the gateway. Most of the writing was faded, but the parts he was able to read seemed to indicate that his new friend, the skeleton, had been an explorer of some kind, and he had been seeking evidence of some lost civilization here in the Sands. He finished the final page, nearly jumping out of his skin when there was a soft flash of light and a notification appeared before his eyes.

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: Secrets of the Temple

The Khemet people were long regarded to be myth, but this temple’s existence proves otherwise. Investigate further to learn their secrets.

Quest Class: Rare, Class-Based

Quest Difficulty: Moderate

Success: Reach the central chamber and be accepted as an acolyte

Failure: Fail to reach the central chamber within (24) game hours or be rejected

Reward: Class Change; Starter Class Gear; 10,000 XP

Accept: Yes/No?

<<<>>>

Carlos read the notification in awe, then read it again just to make sure he had understood. A class. He’d casually gamed before coming here and knew this was exactly what he needed if he were to have even the barest chance of surviving in this new world. He would also need to get stronger and gain fighting skills, not to mention get some decent gear. 

He accepted without a second thought, then scooped his new items back into the worn satchel, slung it over his shoulder, and slowly made his way up the stone steps until he stood on the narrow landing in front of the great doors. There was a small symbol carved into the door, the simple shape of a cross with a loop on top. If he remembered correctly, this was an old symbol called an ankh, meaning life or death. Or was it afterlife? He shook his head and reached out to touch the smooth stone and was shocked when, with minimal pressure, the doors swung inward. He heard a rumbling noise and assumed some sort of counterweight system was being employed.

He took stock of his surroundings. He was in a long stone hallway. The wall to his left was bare stone, while every inch of the wall along the right side was covered with the most fascinating, beautiful artwork. Much of it was coated in gold, and some of the figures had small gemstones for eyes. A series of small black symbols was carved into the stone, much different than the painted hieroglyphs and stylized figures that comprised the rest of the wall. As Carlos looked at them, his vision began to blur, the letters swimming until he realized he could understand them.

A red sun rises...

Carlos felt a wind, hot and dry, at his back. The sunlight glinted across the blade of his sword, the metal flashing like fire under the harsh sun. He felt a moment of stunned confusion, but it was quickly swept away by the growing conviction that he was not Carlos, but a Medjai named Khubek. He charged down the dune, his feet kicking up great gouts of sand, surrounded by the pounding steps of the other warriors. A call rang out, low and strong, building in time to the pounding footsteps, in time to the wild beating of hearts until it was a battle cry. 

Before them lay the armies of Apophis: giant scorpions, desert cobras, a legion of jackal-headed warriors. What’s more, mercenaries, gathered from across Eldgard. At their head stood the Nameless One—a black-robed figure in a golden mask, holding an immense two-handed axe with sickle blades. 

A shadow soared overhead, and he knew, somehow, that it was the leader of their order, an Accipiter named Amun. The harsh sun illuminated his glittering golden armor and jeweled headdress. His staff flared with sudden radiance as he hurtled toward the dark legion before them. A beam of white-hot light as thick as a tree trunk stabbed forward, striking the desert floor in an explosion of sand, then cutting a swath across the enemy ranks. 

Carlos knew in the back of his mind that he should be terrified, but if anything, he felt ... alive. Surrounded by his brothers and sisters, facing the darkness head-on, as a warrior, the blood singing in his veins ... 

The battle faded before his eyes, replaced by another scene, then another.

He saw a group of pallbearers carrying a wrapped body solemnly toward an obsidian sarcophagus, a young woman in white standing before Amun, her head bowed, and an increasingly dizzying array of imagery until they all began to blur together. Suddenly he came to his senses and realized he had reached the end of the hallway. Just ahead, the floor fell away in a short drop down into a sandy pit, before continuing on the other side into a chamber of some kind. 

As he cast his mind back over all the things he had just witnessed, Carlos realized that, while the facts remained, the essence of the memories was already slipping like grains of sand through his fingers. He grasped blindly, trying to remember what it felt like to hold a sword, to run with a phalanx of soldiers, the very ground thundering under their feet, the blade singing through the air like an extension of his arm...

<<<>>>

Skill: Bladed weapons

Bladed weapons, such as claymores, swords, daggers, and cutlasses, can cause massive damage to foes. Bladed weapons are especially effective against animals and lightly armored opponents. This skill is always in effect and costs no Stamina to use.

Skill Type/Level: Passive/ Level 1

Cost: None

Effect: Increases blade weapon damage by 5%.

<<<>>>

Emboldened by this small success, Carlos rubbed his hands together and surveyed the scene before him. The pit was at least twenty feet across. Carlos didn’t have any particular desire to retreat back to the cavern, so he did the only thing he could: he sat down on the stone lip, feet dangling, and dropped the short distance to the sand-covered floor. He took one cautious step and then another. When nothing happened, he relaxed and began to stride across the remaining distance.

Out of nowhere, the sand began to vibrate, a low rumble at first, which quickly increased in intensity until the entire floor of the pit danced beneath him. Suddenly, a small dark shape erupted from the sand. Carlos only had a moment to realize it was some sort of beetle before it was joined by a swarm of its brethren. Naturally, they swept toward him like some hideous, chittering wave.  

His mind filled with the horrific imagery of what it might feel like to be stripped to the bone by a horde of scarabs. Carlos turned and threw himself at the wall in a panic, feet kicking and scrambling for purchase until his fingers clamped down on the edge. He then hauled with all his might, fear and adrenaline giving him a strength and agility he didn’t ordinarily possess. 

He pulled himself back up onto the stone floor, then immediately sprang to his feet and scrambled backward away from the edge, expecting to see the scarabs swarm up into the hallway. When a long moment passed, he reluctantly peered over the edge, only to see undisturbed sand. He practically collapsed onto the stone floor in relief, taking several deep breaths and wiping sweat from his brow.

At the very bottom of the wall, right in front of where he’d collapsed, was a small, black, painted scarab. He hadn’t noticed it before, having been distracted by the amazing imagery above it. It seemed to be facing the pit. It wasn’t alone, either. There was another one a little behind the first, and behind that, another. He realized that, in fact, scarabs made up a border of sorts along the bottom of the entire wall, extending the length of the hallway, and they were all facing the pit.

His interest piqued, Carlos slowly made his way back up the hallway, following the scarabs, until they ended abruptly. There was the small figure of a man, his hands upraised, his face turned away as if in fear. Between him and the scarabs was a small symbol. It was utterly meaningless to Carlos, just a few straight lines at different angles, connected by a curve. It didn’t really resemble anything as far as he could tell; in fact, it didn’t even look like it belonged with the rest of the artwork that adorned the walls. The only similar symbols were the ones that had prompted the entire vision sequence ... which, as far as he was concerned, was a dead giveaway that it was important. 

As he glanced from the symbol to the man, then along the line of scarabs back to the pit, Carlos felt a grin break out that he couldn’t contain. It faded just as quickly, however, when he realized that he had to go back down into the pit. And there was a small chance, however unlikely, that he was wrong. 

In the end, he didn’t hesitate for very long. The simple fact remained that he couldn’t go back the way he’d come, because he had no way of reaching the surface. As he cast one last glance toward the symbol, making sure he had it memorized, he was surprised to find that he felt remarkably steady. When your choices are reduced to exactly one, it’s a simple one to make.

Fixing his eyes on the edge of the pit, he started forward, walking at first, then breaking into a run, his feet slapping on the stone floor as he flew down the hallway, never taking his eye from the edge. At the last instant he leapt, soaring through the air, crossing the halfway point but falling short of the far side before slamming down onto the floor of the pit with a jolt. He immediately knelt and etched the symbol he had memorized into the sand, tracing it over with his fingertips several times until it was clearly legible. Then, he waited.

Just as before, the floor started to tremble, mounds of sand pushing upward until scarabs burst forth. They surged toward him as one, climbing over one another in a writhing mass. This time, however, they hit an invisible barrier and flowed around him like water, revealing a perfect circle centered around the glyph. 

A notification flashed into view:

<<<>>>

Skill: Scrivening

Words hold great strength, as any scholar or mage of Eldgard knows. You have unlocked an ancient secret of the Scribes—the ability to use written means to invoke a Word of Power in the form of a Glyph.

Skill Type/Level: Passive/ Level 1

Cost: None

Effect: Increases intensity and duration of all Glyphs by 5%.

<<<>>>

Skill: Repel Glyph

This symbol, taken from the Hieratic language of the people of lost Khemet, is used to create a barrier that is impassable to any creature with an Evil and/or Chaotic alignment.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate 

Cost: 45 Spirit

Range: Variable

Cast Time: Variable

Cooldown: N/A

Effect: Creates a barrier with a radius of 10 feet. Duration depends on the tool and medium used for the inscription. Only affects creatures or beings of Evil and/or Chaotic alignments.

<<<>>>

Carlos drank in the words eagerly, giddy at this new skill and all the new information—not to mention the new possibilities. He read the text several times before he realized with a start that the barrier wasn’t permanent. While he wasn’t sure exactly what duration he would get out of using sand as the medium and his index finger as the tool, he didn’t think it would be in the upper ranges. 

He grimaced, knelt near the edge of the circle closest to the far wall where the hallway continued, and examined one of the scarabs. It was large, closer in size to a rat than a mouse, with large horn-like protrusions and a black shell that glimmered with an iridescent sheen. As he began to draw the symbol again, he watched in fascination as the scarabs were swept out of the way as if by an invisible broom, until with the last stroke a new circle was cleared, overlapping the first. 

The timing couldn’t have been any closer. With a hissing noise, the sand around the first Glyph darkened as if scorched, sizzling and spitting embers, until the symbol collapsed and crumbled away into itself. The scarabs immediately swept in like water through a punctured dam until they hit the barrier created by the new symbol, once again flowing around it.

This new circle, however, overlapped the far edge of the pit. As he approached it, he saw the Glyph was carved into the stone and realized it must be the same on the other side. That’s why the scarabs hadn’t followed him up before. With one final look at the seething mass, he took the wall at a run, leaping up to grab the lip of the floor above, using his momentum to boost himself up and into the chamber beyond.

As he walked through a stone doorway, torches bloomed with sudden light, revealing a large chamber. There was a glittering weapons rack against one wall, along with several tables covered in parchment, quills, and scrolls. Archways were carved into the walls at regular intervals, leading off into other rooms and corridors. A waist-high stone plinth stood in the center of the room, and atop it sat a golden brazier. 

Something about it tickled his memory. Hastily, he opened the leather satchel and pulled out the parchment. There, on one folded corner of the page, was sketched the rough outline of the brazier, and above it another Glyph. Carlos nodded in satisfaction, hurried over to one of the tables, and brushed aside several scrolls, a map, and an inkwell before he found what he was looking for: a bronze stylus that increased the duration and power of Glyphs by 8%.

Carlos was acting on instinct, letting those half-remembered visions and parchment notes guide him. 

He poured a sweet-smelling oil from a painted vase into a small dish, then dosed the brazier itself. It was only when he took the stylus that he hesitated, before slowly reaching out toward the empty space above the golden surface. As soon as he focused his intentions—his will—on writing that symbol, he felt resistance. The tip of the stylus glimmered, giving off heat, and he slowly and carefully copied the Glyph from the notes. It hung shining in the air for one moment, then burst, sending a small flash of flame down and igniting the oil. 

A golden-white fire swelled into being, slower and more graceful than an ordinary blaze, and Carlos watched it swirl and spiral, sending a steady stream of glittering motes up in an almost hypnotic fashion. As the light touched the far wall, a shining tracework of lines appeared, washing across the surface. Carlos’ eyes widened when he saw the final image revealed: that of a tall, dark-skinned, elegant woman in a long white robe. Azure wings spread gracefully out to either side, and she held a set of golden scales.

It was a long moment before he saw the notification flashing at the edge of his vision. It read “Level Up!” He was so taken aback it was hard to process at first. This world felt so real, so vivid. He was no stranger to RPGs, but he hadn’t expected to feel the depths of hunger, thirst, pain, or gut-wrenching fear. He also hadn’t anticipated the heights, the sense of triumph and accomplishment that came from taking these first steps forward in this new world. His introduction to it had been rough, no doubt about it. But if this was a game, that meant it could be played. More importantly, if it could be played, it could be won.

Carlos couldn’t help but grin as he read the notification.

<<<>>>

x1 Level Up!

You have (10) undistributed Stat Points

You have (1) undistributed Proficiency Point

You have received 25 faction points with <Lost Temple of the Sun>

Current Standing: (Neutral)

<<<>>>

Glyph learned: Ember

The true Scribe never need fear the darkness. This symbol, taken from the Hieratic language of the people of lost Khemet, will light your way. Or at least a torch.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate 

Cost: 15 Spirit

Range: Variable

Cast Time: Variable

Cooldown: N/A

Effect: Creates a small burst of fire. Intensity depends on the tool and medium used for the inscription.

<<<>>>

“It seems Ma’at has seen fit to accept you.” A voice echoed across the chamber and made Carlos jump.

In the corner of the room, flanked by two warrior statues, was a young woman. Her jet-black hair fell to her shoulders in a perfect curtain, and her skin was a dusky bronze several shades darker than his own gold. She looked to be about his age, though it was hard to tell with the black makeup that lined each eye. It also seemed she had shaved her eyebrows in favor of more dark makeup lines. She wore a long white linen robe, not too dissimilar from the woman in the painting.  

“You may call me Senmet.” She glided toward him gracefully, then slowed, her eyes widening as she drew closer and noticed his features. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You are a ... Forgive me, I do not recall the name of your people.”

“Hvitalfar. Dawn Elves,” he replied, trying to gauge whether or not this stranger was a threat.

“Yes. Dawn ... Elves. Elf.” Her eyes lingered on the pointed tips of his ears. “It is a good name, and it speaks well of your race, that they would be named for the rising sun. They are a noble people, or so I have heard.” 

Carlos shrugged uncomfortably, suddenly very aware of his disheveled appearance. “Noble? They’re just people, like any other. Some are noble, some are not.” 

“Ah,” she said, eyeing him quizzically, her gaze taking in once again his dust- and sand-encrusted skin, his ragged clothing. She took a deep breath and smiled politely. “Still, you found this sunken temple in the midst of the Barren Sands, proved you were receptive and capable of learning at least some of its secrets, and you have a measure of respect for its customs.” Her eyes suddenly bloomed luminous in the low light, then faded away. “And you are no servant of Apophis.”

Carlos recoiled in alarm. “Apophis... I saw him, or at least his army, but I still don’t know much.”

“He is the immortal lord of Destruction and Evil, and the enemy of Ma’at.” She gestured to the painting behind the ceremonial brazier. 

“Uh huh, well, I’m not a servant of anyone. Actually, I’m new here.” Carlos glanced at the woman in the painting. “Hey, would you think I was crazy if I told you I may have seen her last night?” He gestured to the wall. 

Senmet raised her eyebrows. “Truly?

“Well, minus the wings.”

The priestess looked him over with renewed interest. “Actually, it would explain much. Your manner of speech is strange as well. And you say you have newly arrived; forgive me, but are you perhaps a Traveler?”

Carlos hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. “Yeah, that’s me.” He gazed up at the wall. “So, let’s say I did see her last night. Who is she?”

“My people, the Khemet, call her Ma’at. She is an immortal being who works to ensure balance and order across this entire land, constantly opposing the work of Apophis.”

Carlos rubbed his chin speculatively. “So you worship her here? This is her temple, and you’re her priestess.”

Senmet shook her head. “You might call this a temple, and I a priestess, but we do not worship here. Instead, we recognize her goals, recognize the value in them, and we choose to align ourselves with her and dedicate ourselves to the pursuit of those goals.” Senmet’s eyes hardened, and she leveled her gaze at Carlos unflinchingly. “Apophis seeks only darkness and death. Should we not ally ourselves with the most powerful being we can find that opposes him?”

“Does the rest of the world know about this battle?”

Her eyes grew distant. “I asked that same question myself, when I was first brought here. How could such a struggle remain hidden, and if it were not, how could anyone in good conscience choose to turn away?” She smiled wryly. “I was told that some few do, here and there, often by different names. Most are so caught up in their small corners of their world, they have no concept of the larger one.” She looked away wistfully for a moment, then lowered her eyes. “Though I am hardly one to speak, having seen so little of it myself.”

“How long have you...” Carlos’ eyes widened in sudden understanding. “Wait a minute. I saw you. After the battle, that man—the king? But that’s not possible...”

She met his gaze proudly. “I was chosen to bear the honor of finding someone to carry on this fight, to pass down this ancient knowledge, to ensure that Apophis never goes unchallenged.” She faltered and looked around, showing the first sign of uncertainty. “I have been in an enchanted sleep, as you must have seen when you entered. Lighting the flame awakened me.” She turned to face him and drew herself up again. “Would you be so kind as to tell me the year?”

Carlos opened his mouth then paused, trying desperately to recall the cut scene he’d witnessed upon entering the game. It was useless. “Actually, I have no idea.” He felt an almost manic laugh welling up inside of him, and the room suddenly felt as if it were spinning. “I don’t even know what kind of calendar you use here. Sorry. Honestly, I’ve been in your realm less than a day,” he finished apologetically, wincing and rubbing his temples against the dull ache that seemed to be steadily increasing.

The priestess’ expression softened immediately. “I have heard that Travelers often experience difficulties in their first few days here. There is a healing pool here that will ease your fatigue, but first there is something we must discuss.” She hesitated, fingers playing with the edge of her blue sash. “While it is true I was chosen to stay here, the reasons were twofold. The first, you know. But the second. Well, you say you saw the visions in the Hall of Memories—saw the Nameless One and his army. He was once a pharaoh, a king of my people, but he turned from our ways to follow after Apophis.” 

Her eyes were haunted, distant. “Suffice it to say that the Nameless One was defeated, but those of my order were lost. Alone, I did the only thing I could think to do. As the sole remaining priestess, I found those soldiers who had remained loyal to Khemet and commanded that the Nameless One be entombed here, in this very temple, then laid what spells I could on his sarcophagus. They will have sapped him of much of his strength.” She searched his face. 

After a time, she continued, “I think at long last, together, we may be able to overcome him and rid this place of his evil. I assume you are here seeking the knowledge, the power of my order. This may be yours. But only if you prove worthy. Destroy whatever remains of this...this creature of Apophis. Then enter the Duat, the spirit world, and make your way to the Gates of the Sun. There, you will be judged and your heart weighed. If it proves lighter than a feather, you will have what you seek.”

Carlos—whose mind had been racing as he considered her story and its ramifications for his own quest—was surprised to realize she was eyeing him expectantly. “Wait, what does it mean for my heart to be weighed? How could it be lighter than a feather? And what happens if I fail?”

The priestess considered him somberly. “If you fail, your heart will be consumed.”

Carlos stared at her, the blood draining from his face. “Now, when you say consumed, what exactly does that mean?”

“I know I ask too much,” she continued, not answering his question. “Asking that you help me end a struggle that took place so many years before your time, and in a world that is not your own...” Suddenly, her composure broke. She darted forward and took both of his hands in hers. “Please understand, for me this is all very recent. I do not know how long I slept, encased in stone, but the burden of this struggle is heavy on me. 

“Amun, the chief of my order, entrusted me with the task of remaining behind. As my brothers and sisters faced the Nameless One, I waited here, hoping. And then, when they did not return ...” She spread her hands. “Now the task falls on my shoulders, and mine alone. I must carry on this fight—must rebuild this order to ensure that Eldgard is never undefended. But as long as the Nameless One sleeps here, I can never leave. As long as I am alone, until someone worthy is found to help me carry on this work, I can never leave.” In a flash, she seemed to realize what she had done, and she dropped Carlos’ hands and stepped back hurriedly. 

She nodded at the brazier behind him. “Only the Sacred Flame of Ma’at can awaken this power in you. It will temporarily grant you some of the abilities of your chosen class. Should you defeat the Nameless One, make your way across the Duat, and be found worthy, the change will become permanent and all the secrets of the Ka, the spirit, will be yours. I am a Ka-Priestess. Should you wish, that path is open to you. If, however, you favor a more balanced approach between the body and the spirit, perhaps the path of the Medjai would suit you.” 

“So a Medjai is like a spellsword or paladin?” At Senmet’s confused look, he quickly added, “Uses a combination of magic and martial skills?” She nodded. He rubbed his chin and mused. “If you’re more of a mage or cleric, seems like having a close-quarters fighter would be the way to go, especially if we’re going to rebuild your order.” 

He took in her stunned look and offered her a grin. “Oh, I’m in. I’m all in.” His smile slowly faded as the enormity of his situation dawned on him once again. “Do you know why Travelers from my world are coming here?” He met Senmet’s gaze, unflinching. “They’re running away. My world is about to be destroyed. For all I know, it’s happening right now.” He paused, thinking of his own entrance to Eldgard, and felt anger twist inside of him, boiling just beneath the surface. 

“You know something else? The minute I arrived here, I was jumped by other Travelers. That means some of my own people knew what was happening, saw us all showing up here like refugees from another world, and thought, ‘How can I make a quick buck by ruining this new chance at life for as many other people as possible?’ Seems like you could teach me the skills to try to stop that from happening to anyone else. So yeah, I’m in.” 

Senmet regarded him as if she were seeing him for the first time. Finally, she gave a slow nod, her face unreadable in the wavering firelight.

***
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CARLOS STEPPED INTO a small side room lined with sandstone pillars. In the center of the room were steps cut into the floor leading down into a small pool of crystalline water. Steam rolled across the mirrored surface. It was a welcome sight. Even in the desert, the underground temple was chilly. He gladly left his stained burlap clothing in a pile. The water was warm as he stepped down into it, and he watched the accumulated sand and dirt slough off and swirl in dizzying eddies until it dissolved. 

He took a moment to pull up the interface and take a quick look at the skills that had been temporarily unlocked.

<<<>>>

Skill: Warrior of Ma’at

Skill Type/Level: Passive/ Level 1

Cost: None

Effect: Spirit may be used instead of Intellect when determining Spell Strength.

Effect 2: All damage against creatures or beings of Evil and/or Chaotic alignments is increased by 5%.

<<<>>>

Skill: Chase the Sun

The Medjai’s Ka empowers him, hurling his mortal form forward.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 75 Spirit

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: N/A

Range: 5 meters

Effect: The caster is propelled forward.

Effect 2: The caster is immune to Root effects for 5 seconds.

<<<>>>

Skill: Radiant Strike

The Medjai’s will ignites as he strikes, projecting an arc of energy at his opponent.

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 50 Spirit

Range: 3 meters

Cast Time: .5 seconds

Cooldown: N/A

Effect: Holy Damage

<<<>>>

Carlos promptly put six Stat points into Spirit, then closed the interface and noticed in satisfaction that his Stamina and Spirit had refilled. More importantly, his headache had faded away completely. Feeling almost like himself again, Carlos stepped over to the pile of clothes Senmet had provided. 

First came a white linen kilt that hung lower at both sides, and was partially split at the middle to allow greater range of motion. This was cinched tight with a blue-dyed cloth sash. Next came a vest made of strips of leather, coated in some kind of lacquer for toughness. It left his arms completely bare, in addition to only coming down to the bottom of his rib cage.

He tried to catch a glimpse of his reflection in a mirrored bronze urn that stood nearby, thought of the young priestess in the other room, and quickly pulled up his stats and put his remaining four points into Strength without a second thought. Having more muscle was bound to help in a fight, he reasoned as he flexed experimentally.

There were sandals for his feet—more lacquered leather for the soles, and a complicated array of leather straps and laces that tightened around his ankles and calves. A smooth bronze arm ring that added +1 to both Strength and Spirit resized itself, tightening around his bicep when he put it on. There was also a matching bronze circlet, adding +2 to Spirit, that came with a white linen veil of sorts that covered the back of his neck. 

Finally, he picked up a solid, workmanlike short sword and stuck it through his sash, strapped a small shield to his back, and tried once again to check his distorted reflection on the rounded bronze surface of the urn. He swung his arms back and forth, jumped up and down a few times, and walked a couple of paces around the pool. He felt silly, but he had to admit the gear actually felt quite comfortable. He took a deep breath, then walked back into the main chamber, feeling immensely self-conscious—a sensation which was magnified exponentially under the critical gaze of the priestess.

“The veil is meant to shade you from the sun. There is no benefit to wearing it underground,” she said matter-of-factly, but a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as Carlos hurriedly folded it up and looped it through his sash, blushing furiously. She stalked around him in a slow circle, reaching out to make small adjustments here and there, tugging the vest, making sure the sash was tight enough to keep the sword in place. She gave him a final once-over, then waited until he met her eyes and gave him a small nod.

Carlos opened his mouth, then closed it again and frowned. He fiddled with the hilt of the sword for a moment. “Thank you,” he finally blurted. 

Senmet arched one painted eyebrow and shook her head in bemusement. “Truly you are a strange man. It is I who should be thanking you. You are about to undertake this task for me, at least in part. Apophis’ creature will certainly be a ferocious opponent, and the Duat is a mysterious and dangerous place, where Time and Space follow different rules than they do here in the physical world.”

“I know,” he replied. “Or, I don’t know, at least not yet, but I guess I’m about to. Still, thank you. For everything.” 

She gave him another nod. “You are welcome.” She reached out to touch his arm lightly, then gestured to the obsidian door. “It is time.”  

He walked up to the door and squared his shoulders, sword and shield at the ready, taking a deep breath, then exhaling slowly. “Okay, no big deal,” he muttered under his breath. “Just about to fight a monster controlled by an evil chaos entity, then enter the underworld to be judged. I could do this in my sleep. Come on, Carlos, you got this. You got this.” A moment later Senmet strode up to stand next to him. “Oh, thank Ma’at,” he breathed. “I seriously thought you were going to let me go in there alone.” 

Senmet laughed long and deep, and for a moment, she could have been one of his friends back on Earth. He thought it was even possible she was a year or two younger than him. Give or take a thousand years. Carlos flashed her an answering grin. “I mean, you really had me going there.”

“Your actions will help me greatly, should you succeed. The least I can do is help you against this first threat.”

Carlos nodded along emphatically. “See, that sounds totally reasonable.”

Her laughter subsided but the ghost of a smile still lingered on her face, and her eyes sparkled in the torchlight as she gestured at the door. “Come. It is time.”

***
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NATURALLY, THE ONLY item in the room was a large and immensely creepy black sarcophagus. 

It was made of the same smooth, shiny obsidian as the door, and it was covered in hieroglyphics. His study of them, however, was abruptly cut short when the lid started to rise. 

What emerged was, without a doubt, a mummy. Dirty linen bandages covered the entire body except for the face, which was a dark, dried-out husk devoid of nose, skin, and teeth. The eye sockets were empty as well, save for two flickering points of red light. It wore a war-like headdress, a wide glittering collar that stretched from shoulder to shoulder, and arm rings, all of some dark metal with pale golden accents. 

As it rose to its full height, Carlos realized with a sinking feeling that it was nearly seven feet tall. 

Keeping its gaze fixed on Carlos and Senmet, it reached into the sarcophagus and withdrew a long-handled axe with two curving sickle-shaped blades, the same one Carlos had seen in his vision. The axe was five feet long and solid metal, yet the mummy hefted it easily in one hand. He lifted his other hand to eye level, palm in, fingers spread, and slowly curled it into a fist. The sand began to rumble, then a hand exploded upward, followed closely by a bandaged head.

“He calls a servant!” Senmet shouted, holding her crook diagonally across her body. 

Better to put an end to this quick—before this guy could really get rolling. Carlos darted in and drove the blade of his short sword down into the new mummy’s skull, hacking at it again and again, then smashing it with the metal pommel until it was nothing but fragments of linen and dust and the hand had stopped moving.

“Yeah! That’s how we do it!” he shouted, laughing drunkenly over the intense absurdity of his situation. 

<<<>>>

x1 Level Up!

You have (15) undistributed Stat Points

You have (2) undistributed Proficiency Points.

<<<>>>

Seeing the level-up notifications only made him laugh harder. He looked up to see Senmet staring at him in shock. He gave her his best undulating war whoop and lifted his sword victoriously. She grinned fiercely and nodded, then her eyes flicked behind him and widened. 

He turned to see the pharaoh charging toward him. Carlos dodged frantically as the mummy swung, feeling the rush of air as the axe barely missed his head. He jumped back and sucked in his stomach, narrowly missing the backhand swing, then managed to get his shield up as the pharaoh took the shaft of the weapon in both hands and thrust the heavy metal head toward his chest. The blunt blow hit like a freight train even through the shield, sending vibrating force up both of his arms, causing him to bite down hard on his tongue and sending him skidding backward, plowing furrows in the sandy floor.

“Dodge a thrust like that one, and use the shield only when you can angle it to deflect the force of the blow!” Senmet called helpfully as Carlos shook his ringing head and spat blood onto the sand. He wasn’t laughing anymore, and his HP was down by a fifth. 

“Where did you say this joker came from?” he called as he adjusted his shield.

“In life he was a pharaoh,” she replied, her eyes never leaving the mummy. “Now he is Nameless. He was stricken from the Annals of the Kings, and even the memory of him is accursed.”

Senmet lifted her crook, and the tip flared into golden radiance. She strode toward the pharaoh unhurriedly, punctuating every sentence with a bolt of glittering light that hissed and spat on contact with his undead flesh.

“The Land rejects you. The Sky rejects you. The Underworld spits you back up. Your heart is heavier than stone, and you will never enter the fields of Sekhet-Aaru.”

“Oh, burn!” yelled Carlos.

“Yes. He will burn,” she agreed, completely straight-faced.

“That’s not ... Okay, we’ll work on that. Fight now, talk later.” Carlos activated Chase the Sun and hurtled forward in a nimbus of blue and gold. As the momentum carried him toward the pharaoh, he drew his sword back, then struck with all his might. The mummy started to raise its weapon, but didn’t anticipate Carlos’ speed. The sword bit into the pharaoh’s neck, and a Critical Hit notification flashed in the air. 

“Yes!” Carlos grinned triumphantly, but his happiness was short lived. The mummy’s desiccated skin was like dried hardwood, and the sword had only made a nick. What’s more, a good ninety percent of the pharaoh’s health bar still remained. 

Carlos backed up, sword and shield raised. “What are we going to do?” he called.

“Keep him busy,” Senmet replied, and began chanting. 

“Keep him busy,” Carlos muttered. “No problem.” 

The pharaoh turned, focusing entirely on Senmet and her glowing crook. It spoke to her in the same ancient language as her spell, its voice raspy and deep, like sand skittering across stone.

“Hey!” Carlos yelled, repeatedly slapping the flat of his sword against his shield to draw the creature’s attention. “Hey! You’re dealing with me right now!” He lunged forward and swung, the tip of his sword biting into the pharaoh’s arm and tearing scraps of bandage away. The mummy swung its head toward Carlos, its red eye-lights flaring more brightly. It opened its mouth and roared, its jaw unhinging, the sound deafeningly loud in the enclosed space.  

In hopes of quelling the terror that clawed at his insides, Carlos struck again, cutting away another sliver of health. Finally, the pharaoh was forced to turn away from Senmet and square up with him, raising its axe threateningly. It stepped forward and swung more quickly than Carlos would have thought possible, the twin blades leaving glittering crimson trails as the axe cut through the air. His eyes widened and he stumbled back, flailing his sword wildly in the pharaoh’s direction, hoping to keep him from closing the distance. 

The mummy gripped the axe in two hands and brought it down in a sweeping overhead strike, which Carlos avoided by performing an awkward shoulder-roll to the left. He thought he could feel the vibration of the impact as the axe bit into the floor where he had been standing a moment before. He came up blinking sand out of his eyes, only to find the mummy charging again, drawing his weapon back. Carlos did a quick calculation in his head and tried to follow Senmet’s advice and turn his upper body, angling the shield as well to divert the axe with a glancing strike. 

To his astonishment it mostly worked, only knocking him slightly off-balance. He widened his stance, eyeing his foe warily as the mummy raised the axe for yet another strike. It never got the chance.

Senmet finished her chant with a triumphant shout, and golden bands manifested from the air, wrapping around the undead creature’s arms and legs—hauling it violently back toward the sarcophagus. 

“Nice work!” Carlos shouted. “What was that?”

“The Book of Binding Apophis,” she replied proudly. “It has a long casting time and only works against a certain alignment, but it has its uses ...”

The pharaoh howled as it was dragged backward, its arms straining to raise the axe as it matched its immense supernatural strength against the implacable force of the bands and came up short. 

Carlos realized Senmet wasn’t done yet. She gripped her crook in both hands and thrust it upward with a shout. “And this one is called Solar Flare!” The tip suddenly blazed like the sun, and seven beams of light arced outward, curving away, hanging suspended in the air for a moment, before arching back in and converging on the trapped pharaoh. 

The pharaoh howled again, louder this time, as white-hot beams of light chewed into its torso, its shoulder, its thigh—one even severing its left hand. 

Carlos turned to Senmet, stunned, only to see her sway and fall. He dropped his shield, lunged forward and half-caught her, hooking his arm around her waist and looking with concern at her ashen features. 

“Thank you,” she panted, leaning on him, “but my strength is spent for now. I suggest you not waste this chance.” She nodded weakly toward the pharaoh. Carlos helped her sink into a kneeling position, then turned to see the mummy still partially bound by Senmet’s spell. Its health bar had dipped just below 40%, and the severed hand had stopped moving. Smoke wisped upward from its blackened form. 

Carlos lunged forward with a growl, lifted his sword with both hands, and rained blows down, taking advantage of the mummy’s weakened state, slowly chipping away at its health. The pharaoh howled, struggling against the golden bands, heaving until they finally burst in a flash of light and a shower of sparks. 

Carlos danced backward, panting, scooped up his shield, and raised it expectantly. The mummy slowly straightened as more smoke curled upward, then it hefted its axe in its remaining hand, looked at Carlos, and actually grinned. 

Carlos saw red.

“Oh yeah? Laugh it up!” he snarled as he triggered Chase the Sun. Once more, he hurtled toward the pharaoh, but this time the mummy calmly lifted the shaft of its axe and pointed it toward Carlos, letting him slam directly into the butt of the weapon. It caught him right in the solar plexus. He reeled backward and collapsed on the sand, then rolled over and braced himself on his hands and knees, wheezing. 

The pharaoh took a loping step forward and kicked into Carlos’ ribs like a field goal, the force lifting him into the air and hurling him into the stone wall. He felt something pop in his ribs, then in his arm, before crashing back down to the sandy floor, where he did his best to curl into a ball of agony. 

He felt a touch on his arm and looked up to see Senmet crouched next to him, concern evident on her face. As the pharaoh loomed over them, she quickly reached forward and sketched the Glyph for Repel in the sand, and the creature swayed back as if from a steady wind. 

“We have no potions,” she said gravely. “I have very little Spirit left, but I can help a bit.” She raised her crook and a warm glow swelled, golden radiance tinged with blue wisps, wavering to soft chromatic light at the edges. Carlos saw the glittering silhouette of an ankh appear, then felt a wave of heat rush through him, healing his wounds and restoring his Stamina. She sagged against him as soon as the casting was complete, clearly exhausted from the effort.

“We need a plan,” Carlos whispered. “Or we won’t last much longer.” 

Senmet nodded, face haggard, dark circles under her eyes. 

They looked up to see the pharaoh pressing a hand toward them, palm flat in the air as if he were pushing on an invisible object. In a flash, he reared back and punched, putting his weight behind it and slamming his fist into the barrier created by the Glyph. It held, but the air shivered with the impact, and the sand inside the symbol flashed and sparked. 

The mummy let loose another roar that shook the whole chamber, the vibrations making sand jump and skitter across the floor. It lifted its axe high above its head for one ponderous moment, then swung it forward. This time there was a flash of crimson light at the impact. The blade lingered in the air above them—momentarily held at bay—but as the pharaoh strained his arms, the sand Glyph began hissing and sparking in earnest. The area around it began to blacken, a plume of smoke curling up from the charred symbol. 

Carlos watched the smoke rise from the floor, then looked up at the subtle haze of smoke still hanging around the mummy. He turned to Senmet. “He will burn,” he said excitedly. Her eyes widened, and he nodded decisively. “Yeah. We’re gonna burn him. Can you run?”

“I think I can manage,” she said wryly, “if the need arises.” 

“It does,” he said firmly. “As soon as the barrier falls—” He was cut off by a soundless explosion of light as the Glyph erupted. “Oh, and we’re going now. Move, move!” He aimed a chop at the pharaoh, knocking the axe backward and keeping its attention as Senmet hurried around on the other side as quickly as she could manage. 

He dodged another swing of the axe and darted around the mummy’s hulking form, passing under the obsidian archway and back into the main chamber.  

“You need to hide!” he called as he raced across the stone floor. “Now, I know you want to stay but—and she’s gone, and I’m talking to myself,” he muttered as she disappeared behind a stone column. 

Footsteps thundered behind him and he spun to see the pharaoh lumber through the archway. “Over here, you sack of bones!” Carlos had dropped his shield somewhere, but he raised his sword threateningly. “I’m right here!” The mummy stopped in the doorway, gaze sweeping around the room before fixating on him. Its crimson eyes burned brighter. It stalked forward, letting the blade of its weapon drag along the stone floor with a harsh grating sound, kicking up sparks as it went. 

“Oh, of all the overdramatic—should sandstone even do that?” Carlos muttered as he slowly backed up, sword held in front of him warily. “Come on, come on,” he coaxed in a singsong tone, “just a little farther.” He continued to retreat until the pharaoh was directly between Carlos and the ceremonial brazier, waiting until the instant the mummy took its next step—the moment its weight was supported on only one leg. 

He triggered Chase the Sun. 

Carlos dropped his sword and hurtled forward in a nimbus of blue and gold, colliding with the creature and sending it skidding back until it collided with the rim of the brazier, then toppling it over the rim and forcing it down, holding them both directly in the flames. 

He gritted his teeth, waiting for the searing pain to come, but it never did. The pharaoh, however, fared worse ... much worse. It went up like a box of matches mixed with magnesium flares, its dry petrified flesh crackling and spitting, all white-hot embers and brilliant golden flames. It let loose one final piercing howl, the glowing red eyes blazing for one long moment before they were extinguished in a burst of sparks.

Carlos released the creature and backpedaled swiftly, panting for breath, fists raised, never taking his eyes from the fire as the last remnants of the Nameless One were consumed. He could still feel the adrenaline surging through him, making his hands tremble, his heart pound. It was hard to believe it was really over, that they had won. He tensed when he felt a hand on his shoulder, then immediately relaxed when he saw Senmet come up beside him. “And just like that, you are a warrior,” she said softly. “Untrained, certainly. Unskilled, definitely—”

“Oh, thanks. You could have left that part off.” He laughed shakily. 

She raised a finger with a smile, speaking over his objections. “But, nevertheless, a warrior.” 

Growing suddenly serious, Senmet studied him, her face intent. “You are different. From the moment we met to the moment you chose to enter this room and face the creature with me, you had already changed. Now, in this moment, you are a warrior. What will you become next?” She arched a delicate eyebrow. “A hero, perhaps?” The silence grew and she let it, watching his face for his reaction.

Carlos frowned and opened his mouth but Senmet lightly touched a finger to his lips, then pulled back. “It is time for you to go.” She smiled faintly to take any sting out of her words. “I may not leave the temple physically, but I will join you as Ka in the Duat.” She paused for a moment, frowning. “I may be present, but unable to help should you face battle. You will effectively be on your own.” 

Carlos nodded, then gave her a half-hearted grin. “See you on the other side.” He passed back through the obsidian door and walked around the open sarcophagus and through the archway beyond.

What greeted him was a pool much like the one he had used earlier, but the surface looked more like smoke than water. Carlos slowly descended the steps, stopping momentarily when his legs sank below the surface of the pool and felt a sensation like cool, rushing air. He had the sudden panicked thought—standing half in one world and half in the other—that someone would grab his ankle and pull him down. He nearly tripped in his rush down the remaining steps.

As his head passed beneath the surface, he held his breath and closed his eyes. 

When he opened them, he saw that he’d emerged on a similar stone staircase, and only a soft circle of light marked the portal above him. He stood beneath the open night sky, under a full moon larger than any he had ever seen on Earth. The night air was cool but not unpleasant, and a hushed silence hung like a blanket across the landscape. Rolling desert dunes spread in every direction as far as the eye could see, the sand glittering silver in the moonlight. The only point of interest was a faint golden light on the horizon. Carlos squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and started walking.

***
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THE SERPENT STRUCK at him with a rattling hiss, moving almost faster than the eye could follow. Carlos managed to sidestep and sweep his shield across his body, feeling the blunt impact of the ten-foot reptile even as it was deflected past him. He instantly dropped to one knee and drove the rim of the shield down onto the scaly body, pinning it to the desert floor, and beheaded it in one smooth swing. He heard another hiss and whirled, bringing his shield up just in time to intercept a glob of some kind of viscous poison, then triggered Radiant Strike, sweeping his blade in a downward swing and sending a golden arc of light slicing forward to bisect the remaining serpent.

Carlos stood alone once more, breathing hard, and surveyed the scene. Reptilian bodies littered the sand around him, little more than dark shapes in the endless midnight blue of the Duat, their glittering scales the only giveaway. After a long moment, they began to seethe, releasing golden motes of light as they dissolved into sand and vanished, and Carlos stepped forward to claim his hard-won prize: a small canoe of sorts, made of reeds. Although the real prize was to finally see the end of all that sand.

Just before him, the expanse of desert finally gave way. In its place, an expanse of water. He stood there for a long moment, enjoying the novelty of the moonlight glittering on the foam, the sound of lapping waves breaking the heavy silence of this strange place. Then, with a sigh, he dislodged the reed boat and set it adrift, stepping into it. There was no paddle, but the moment he seated himself, the boat began to glide forward on its own. 

Carlos saw a flash of light out of the corner of his eye and looked up to see Senmet sitting across from him, her form blue and flickering. 

“How long?” Carlos asked, without preamble. 

“You have been in the Duat for a full two days,” Senmet replied, her voice soft, concern etched on her face as she studied him. 

Carlos digested this for a moment. Yeah, that made sense. Time was tough to track here, but he’d received two messages from some customer service rep at Osmark Tech, telling him he’d made it that much closer to transitioning. 

“And those things, what were they?” he finally said, spreading his hands wide in front of him. “Big snakes, but no red eyes this time. More monsters sent by Apophis to stop me, I guess? ’Cause let me tell you, ever since that giant scorpion ... Well, the novelty has kinda worn off.”

“They were probably Wadjet. They do not serve Apophis, and they were sent not to stop you, but to test you.”

Carlos nodded tiredly. There seemed to be no need to sleep or eat in the Duat, but over time he’d noticed a kind of heaviness had settled over him, growing stronger the longer he spent there. 

“I wonder, now, if I was right to send you on this quest,” Senmet said quietly. “This has been a path walked by every acolyte, but my order is gone. I am all that remains. You have proven yourself willing to join me in this fight. Perhaps that should have been enough. Perhaps it was foolish risking your life in this way.”

Carlos considered her words carefully, then shook his head. “I’m probably crazy for saying this, but I’m glad you sent me.” He had a sudden flash of memory: that moment of helpless, frozen fear when he had first arrived in the desert of Eldgard. 

“I wasn’t anything like a fighter back in my old world. I never went out of my way to help anyone. Not that I was evil or anything, I was just a guy, doing my thing, staying out of trouble. But when I had that vision back at the temple, of the battle against the Nameless One’s army, I didn’t just see through a warrior’s eyes, I was a warrior. Feeling like that, feeling so sure of the cause, knowing that I could depend on the people around me. It was like fear couldn’t even touch me—it just didn’t matter in comparison.”  

Senmet drew her legs up to her chest, resting her chin on her knees, staring at a spot on the horizon. When she finally spoke, it was in a voice so low he could barely hear her. “That battle ... When I was chosen to stay behind, when I found out I wouldn’t have to fight, in my heart I was relieved.” She finally looked up and met his eyes. “I had been so afraid.” 

Carlos simply shook his head in wonder. “The way you went after that mummy, I never would have guessed.”

“I spent so much time thinking about what I would do differently if given the chance.”

“Makes sense.” He sat contemplating what lay ahead, looking out over the water at the column of golden light as the boat drew ever closer, then gently scraped along the sand of the shore. When he finally turned toward Senmet again, she was gone. He realized suddenly how much comfort he had been drawing from her presence—how he’d been counting on it.

He stepped out of the boat in silence and found himself at the bottom of a long line of alabaster steps. He stood rooted in place, shoulders slumped, trying to brace himself for any outcome. As he tried to muster up the will to move forward, he was surprised to find that the possibility of letting Senmet down, of leaving her once again to wait in that temple all alone, was harder to bear than the idea of failing the quest. As for dying, he reassured himself with the thought that he would respawn somewhere. Fixing his eyes on that light, the end of his journey, he started climbing.

***
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CARLOS WASN’T SURE what he had been expecting. Some kind of courtroom maybe? Certainly a king or judge of some kind—maybe even a crowd, a jury of his peers, that kind of thing. What he saw was a room made of smooth black stone, open at both sides to views of that endless expanse of water, a skylight above showing the starry night. In the center of the room was a simple square pedestal of white marble. On it rested a set of golden scales that filled the whole room with a soft radiance. On one side, a white feather. On the other side, a tiny figurine.

As he bent to examine it, Carlos realized with shock that it looked like him, right down to the golden skin and pointed ears, but fashioned in the same style as the statues in the temple above.

The figurine and the feather were perfectly balanced at the moment.

He swallowed and straightened slowly, finding it difficult to take his eyes off the scales. He cleared his throat and wondered if he should say something. He had imagined giving an impassioned speech, but in that scenario, there had been a crowded courtroom and imposing judge, probably with the head of a hippo or baboon or something like that. This was somehow worse.

He coughed again and felt the silence lengthen, weighing him down like a physical presence. He turned, looking out over the impossibly still water, seeing it perfectly reflect a galaxy of stars and nebulae: a vast cosmos of vibrant color and depth and glittering light.

He was silent for a long moment, his eyes searching, not sure what he might find. He thought of the life he had left behind. “I know I’m not a hero,” he began haltingly. “I’ve done things I wish I hadn’t, things I wish I could take back.” His voice broke and he swayed at the sudden whirlpool of memories that surged inside him, threatening to sweep him away. “Back on Earth, I was never the kind of person who would stick his own neck out for someone else. I was self-absorbed, cowardly. Maybe I still am, but I know I don’t want to be. I think that maybe I’m less of those things now than I’ve been before. A little at least, if any of this makes sense. If anyone’s even listening.” 

He ground his teeth in frustration and slapped his hand against the cool, smooth, unyielding stone hard enough to sting. “I don’t know if I’m talking to a feather here or myself, and I don’t know if I’m asking for help or forgiveness or whatever. If I make it out of here, I plan on trying to do some good.” His shoulders slumped and he swayed on his feet. He felt hollowed out inside and suddenly so very tired. “I don’t know if I can do it, but I mean to try. If you decide to condemn me, I’ll understand. Do what you gotta do. Either way, let’s get this show on the road.” 

Carlos took one last look at the stars, took a deep breath, and turned toward the scales. 

***
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SENMET’S EYES WIDENED when she saw Carlos breeze through the door with a spring in his step. They widened even farther when she saw what he was carrying.

“You took the feather?”

Carlos shrugged. “Better to ask forgiveness than permission, that’s what I always say.” He grinned and barely had time to tuck the feather into his sash before she threw her arms around him. 

When she finally pulled away, Carlos couldn’t be certain, but he thought there was a faint flush to her bronze skin. 

“Besides, I thought it would make a good souvenir. You know, on account of how worthy I am.”

She shook her head in exasperation, but couldn’t keep the smile from her face. She hurried over to one of the tables and came back with a linen-wrapped bundle, handing it to Carlos without a word, watching him expectantly.

It was heavier than he anticipated and he fumbled, almost dropping it. The torchlight glinted off something metallic, and he excitedly unwrapped the object, revealing it to be a magnificent sword with a curving sickle blade and pale gold accents.

<<<>>>

Electrum Khopesh of Balance

Weapon Type: Bladed, Sword

Class: Rare, One-Handed

Base Damage: 35

Primary Effects:

	12 pts Holy Damage + (.25 x Character Level)

	+4 Spirit Bonus

	+4 Strength Bonus


<<<>>>

Senmet looked pleased at his awestruck reaction. “It was tradition for a Medjai to receive a new weapon when they returned from the Duat,” she explained. “It seemed only right that you have one as well.” 

The weapon felt perfect in his hand as he gave it a few practice swings, then promptly started sparring with an invisible opponent, to Senmet’s profound amusement. 

He knew he was being silly, but he felt a growing sense of something deep, a joy and a boundless optimism that needed an outlet. Finally, Senmet laughingly hurried over to correct his technique, and he looked past her shoulder to the tall, white-robed woman standing next to the sacred flame. He inclined his head to her, holding it for a long moment, hoping she would understand the depth of his gratitude for this change in his fortunes. When he looked up again she was gone, and the brazier flared brightly once, white-hot, then sent a flurry of glowing motes in dizzying eddies up, up, up.

***
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FIVE DAYS LATER ...

The desert was still cool in the pre-dawn light as Carlos swung his Khopesh, the enchanted blade easily parting the thick links and freeing the final captive. At that moment the sun rose behind them, the first rays of morning washing over the rolling dunes, their radiance sparkling across the sand like a sea of diamonds. Carlos felt a wind, hot and dry, at his back. The sunlight glinted across the blade of his sword, the metal flashing like fire as dawn rose, scattering the darkness and putting it to flight. 

He heard a shout of alarm from the encampment, saw the silhouettes of enemy players hurrying about, some pointing in his direction. He looked at Senmet, nodded, and charged down the dune, his feet kicking up great gouts of sand, surrounded by the pounding steps of the other captives—the freed slaves—as they brandished the weapons from the Khemet armory. A call rang out, low and strong, building in time to the pounding footsteps, in time to the wild beating of hearts until it was a battle cry. Carlos raised his blade and smiled ...
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A Final Kindness
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By D. J. Bodden 

I WAS DRINKING TO WENDY’S memory at a  corner table in the Elegant Wolf when her killers walked through the front door, dripping with rain. They loosened their cloaks and scanned the room, looking for someone like me.

I took a long pull of amber ale, rolling it around my mouth before swallowing. The bitterness lingered, sucking my cheeks in. Martha, the Wolf’s owner, made the stuff out back in an old wooden bathtub. She was a kind woman, slow to close a tab, and sometimes she let me sleep off a bender in the attic, but dear gods, did she go heavy on the hops.

The thugs split up, coming at different angles so I couldn’t run. Professionals then, I thought. 

That made sense; Wendy was good, and Wendy was dead. 

They elbowed and shoved their way through the crowd, drawing curses and fearful looks. Most taverns in Harrowick, that kind of behavior would earn you a broken face, but the Wolf catered to a gentler clientele—merchants, foreigners, and newly arrived Travelers. No one wanted trouble, except me.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“You’re coming with us,” the bigger of the two answered, resting his scarred knuckles on my table. The table creaked beneath his weight. He had salt-and-pepper hair and sea-gray eyes. His cloak opened, exposing a brigandine dyed the color of red wine and a dark, polished cudgel down at his hip.

“What my associate means, Traveler, is that we have an opportunity for you.” The second man was whip thin, well-groomed, and all smiles and flourishes. He was the kind of man an older woman might find pretty, with sharp cheekbones and oiled brown hair. His brown eyes were flat without a shred of warmth in them, and the name [Shank] floated above his head for the briefest moment before disappearing. I caught sight of a dagger up his sleeve as he gestured.

“Like a quest?” I asked sarcastically.

“Like a quest,” said the big guy, deadpan. His name was [Edward].

“No thanks.” I reached for my beer.

Edward grabbed my wrist. He was faster than he looked. “We need you sober.”

“Yeah, well—” The words caught in my throat as a knife pressed into my side.

“Easy there, Traveler,” Shank whispered into my ear. “Let’s not make this messy.” I’d only looked away for a second. It turned out he was the dangerous one. 

Shank stood me up, one hand gripping the back of my neck, and walked me toward the door. Edward cleared the way for us. The knife dug in if I slowed down. 

Martha made eye contact, but I shook my head.

I had them right where I wanted, honest.

***
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SHANK SHOVED ME OUT into the rain hard enough I almost face-planted. He stood in the doorway, taking his time, fastening his cloak around his shoulders. I held my arms, shivering in the downpour. I glanced up and down the empty street. No friends or guards, but I could still run.

“I wouldn’t,” Edward said. His hood was up, and he was hard to see, as if shadows clung to him. The cudgel was out and in his hand.

Shank finished fussing with his clothes, pulled his hood up, and joined us. “Let’s go,” he said. 

Edward gave me a nudge in the kidney with his cudgel to show me the way.

Fat, icy drops drummed on the rooftops. Harrowick was built a stone’s throw from the Bleak Sea. It rains a lot here, except when it’s snowing, which it does. Often. All the streets are sloped, with a channel down the middle, and the gray slate roofs angle sharply without overhangs or gutters. No cover for yours truly as I was marched to my doom; the leather armor I was wearing did nothing for the cold.

“Here,” Edward said, thrusting a bundle into my hands. 

It was a waxed cotton poncho with a small enchantment on it. He must have had a spare. 

<<<>>>

Edward’s Old Poncho

Armor type: Clothing; Fabric

Class: Unique

Base Defense: 10

Primary Effects:

	+5% to cold resistance

	+5% resistance to slashing damage

	+3% chance to hide from enemies


Worn but well cared for,

Aged by wind and sea.

<<<>>>

The stats weren’t great, but it was still a unique item. “Are you sure?” I said, stopping to look at him.

He shoved me forward. “Just put it on. It’s cheaper than a cure disease potion.”

I pulled the poncho over my head, almost tripping in the process. An engraved sea lion tooth fastened the throat. It was warm to the touch. There were weights sewn into the bottom edge to keep it from flapping in the wind. The poncho was something a sailor might wear during a storm, except it was as dark as a moonless night—less than ideal if you were washed overboard. It told me a great deal about the type of ship Edward crewed. But they weren’t going to kill me—at least, not yet.

“You getting soft, old man?” Shank asked.

“Shut it,” Edward grunted in reply.

“And what about you, Traveler? Didn’t have the copper for a beginner’s cloak?”

“I spent it on beer,” I answered.

Shank laughed. It was a nasty, high-pitched sound. “That’s excellent. Keep your sense of humor. I can’t wait to watch Silbon beat it out of you.”

I tucked that name away—Silbon. I needed information if I was going to get justice for Wendy and keep my head at the same time.

We were moving downhill. That was good. In Harrowick, wealth is measured in feet above sea level. The gentry gets sunlight and sea breezes; the rest of us live below, in the shadow of three- or four-story buildings lining narrow streets. Uphill meant the Inquisitors, or some lord’s private army. Downhill meant thieves, smugglers, slavers, and fighting pits. It was still bad news, but at least I could work the angles.

A pause, a couple of switchbacks, and we walked right down the alley where I’d found Wendy. She’d been ambushed. Murdered. The alley was too narrow to swing a sword, but just right for a dagger or a cudgel. It was a shitty way to die for a woman who’d survived a war and dozens of smaller fights. She’d been brutalized, looted, and left unarmed and unarmored, like a commoner. I’d only recognized her from the scar on her side. I’ve got them, Wendy. I’m almost sure of it.

***
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WENDY WAS A BITCH, and I say that with the deepest affection. She was noble-born, New Viridian, the only child of a widower who’d wanted sons. He must have been hard on her. She never talked about him, but every look her way was a challenge, every deed judged. She had the broken nose of a boxer and the social grace of a thrown gauntlet, wore a Templar’s armor like a second skin, and quoted the Codex of Revealing Light—the Inquisitor’s Charter—verbatim, chapter and verse.

She cried in her sleep, sometimes. I loved her for her brokenness.

When I met Wendy, I was in a bad place, and she didn’t have time for my crap. We fought a lot, separated, drifted back together. One time, during sword drills, I realized I wasn’t sad anymore. I laughed. She laughed, and then—

***
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“WE’RE HERE,” EDWARD said, stopping in front of a narrow, single-story building that had the functional feel of a bunker. It was a little run-down; bare stone showed through gaps in the plaster and trash had collected in the gutter, making it overflow, but it had mass, and there were iron bars across the windows. We were close to the outer wall.

This is the place. Got a little sidetracked there, a little lost, but now I was focused. Find out why, get revenge, in and out.

Shank opened the door. I followed him in.

The interior was unexpected. A bundle of dried herbs hung over the lintel, a simple barrier against the smells of the low quarter. The floors were pine, waxed and polished to a golden glow. Light orbs sat in sconces on the clean and whitewashed walls, illuminating the small, neat foyer. Shank hung his cloak up and disappeared behind the first of three doors, on the left side of the room.

“Poncho,” Edward said, sticking his scarred hand out.

I stripped it off and realized my clothes had dried under the steady effect of the charm. “Thanks for loaning it to me.”

“It’s yours,” he said. “Just don’t want you dripping on the floors.” There was a bitterness to him, but I didn’t feel like it was directed at me. He hung the poncho on a set of pegs driven into the wall, next to other coats, cloaks, and toques. “And wipe your feet off.” 

I did. I didn’t know what to say. I’d come looking for a human trafficking ring, a cult of Serth-Rog, or even nobles hunting the most dangerous game. This felt more like a Sophitian homeless shelter than a den of thieves and murderers.

“Come on. It’s late,” Edward said.

We walked over to the second door. Edward knocked. A few seconds later, a man in his mid-forties opened the door. He was a few inches shorter than me, but wide, with thick black hair cut short on the sides and shocking ice-blue eyes. He wore a clean red tunic over brown trousers, in the Imperial style. Bare feet. The name [Silbon] floated above his head, but I sensed none of the violence Shank had led me to expect.

“You some kind of fighter?” Silbon asked me.

“I’m dressed like one.”

He looked me over. “You stand like a swordsman. You have a weapon?”

I smirked. “I sold it to buy—”

“We’ll get you a weapon,” Silbon said, nodding to Edward. “Four meals a day, a place to sleep, training, and a share of the loot when you advance in rank. Are you ready to enlist in the Imperial Army?”

I stared at him.

After a moment, Edward cleared his throat and rested his hand on the cudgel at his hip.

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: Wild Goose Chase

You’ve successfully infiltrated the Imperial Army, which would be impressive if you’d done it on purpose. It’s unlikely they’ll let you go. Play along until you can escape.

Quest Class: Common, Faction-Based

Quest Difficulty: Moderate

Success: Escape the Imperial Army!

Failure: Actually join the Imperial Army or die before the mission is complete

Reward: 2,000 EXP 

Accept: Yes/No?

<<<>>>

Silbon’s eyebrows were gathering like thunderclouds.

“Yes!” I said, a little too loudly. The quest prompt disappeared.

“Good choice,” Silbon said. “But just to make sure, I’d like you to put this on.” He pulled a plain iron ring out of his right pocket and handed it to me. It was a Recruit’s Oath (Faction-Bound). Only someone who’d actually signed up could wear it. Smart. 

I palmed it with practiced ease and slipped on a different ring from my inventory, subvocalizing a Refract spell to make them look the same. “It’s a bit snug around the crotch, but it fits,” I said.

He closed the door in my face.

Edward sighed. “Come on, recruit, I’ll show you to your bunk.”

I’m not a fighter, if that wasn’t clear. I sparred with Wendy because I liked looking at her. The appearance of roughness, though, the right stance and a touch of insolence, will keep you out of fights. And it’s a great distraction.

Edward unbolted the third door and led me into a long room full of cots, side tables, and footlockers. It was a standard faction barracks, except for the bars on the windows. I could only see from the light coming through the door and a few candles, but I guessed there was room for a platoon of locals—sometimes called Citizens—and Travelers. Only a dozen cots were occupied. “This one’s yours,” Edward said. Then he left. I heard him slide the two heavy bolts home on the other side.

I sat on the cot. What in Enyo’s name have I gotten myself into? I rested my face on my hand, massaging my forehead. The buzz from beer was gone. I pulled up my list of active effects, for laughs.

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs:

Tired (Level 2): Skills improve 10% slower; Carry Capacity -17 lbs; Attack Damage -10%; Spell Strength reduced by 20%

Hungry (Level 1): Carry Capacity -10 lbs; Health and Stamina Regeneration reduced by 5%; Stealth 10% more difficult

Unwashed (Level 1): Goods and services cost 5% more; Merchant-craft skills reduced by (1) level 

<<<>>>

That settled it. I was lucky I’d pulled off a simple spell. I needed a good night’s sleep, maybe a meal on the Empire’s dime, then I’d be gone, chasing the next lead.

I bent forward and undid the laces of my boots, slipped my feet out, and pulled off both my wool socks and thin hose. I wiggled my toes, setting my feet down on the wood floor. Better. I looked up and found a pair of eyes staring at me from the next cot over. It was a girl, sixteen years old maybe, blonde. I could see her grubby face half-lit by a flickering candle stub. She kept staring. I yawned.

“Are you a volunteer?” the girl said.

“If you mean ‘Did I willingly get into this mess?’ then yes,” I answered. “Are you?”

She shook her head. It was a small motion. She was curled into a ball, her legs pulled in tight under a ratty blanket, and her name was [Anne].

I know what you’re thinking. You think I took pity on her, that I drew out her story in the dim candlelight and got her home. You’re wrong. I lay on my cot and turned my back on her. Judge me if you want to; I never pretended to be a nice person.

“I miss Wendy,” Anne said.

I sat up. “What did you say?”

She looked at me, wide-eyed, and shook her head.

“Hey, what—”

“Shut up!” one of the others moaned.

I ground my teeth. Anne had pulled the blanket over her head, and I couldn’t draw attention to myself. Maybe I’d misheard. Right. I lay down, staring at the girl-shaped lump under the blanket until the candle guttered out. 

***
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ONE TIME, DURING SWORD drills, I realized I wasn’t sad anymore. I laughed. She laughed, and then I said I had to go.

Wendy shrugged it off. She finished the drill. 

I think that’s what hurts the most. If she’d cried, if she’d asked me to stay, I would have, but she was steel and stone. 

Maybe it tore her up inside. 

Maybe she moved on. 

I’ll never know. 

That’s why I owe this to her.

Because I wasn’t there.

***
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EDWARD PULLED THE DOOR closed behind him, his callused hand tight around the wrought iron handle until the latch bolt clicked home. Shank was sitting at the desk they shared to write reports between missions, stripped down to his breeches, examining the dead woman’s sword.

“I thought I told you to get rid of that,” Edward said, setting his cudgel on two pegs sticking out of the wall.

“I ditched the armor,” Shank said without looking up. He tilted the gleaming blade, watching with childlike fascination as candlelight played along the length of the weapon.

Edward felt a burning sensation rise in his throat. He’d dealt with crazies before, in his smuggling days. They didn’t last. They picked one fight too many or killed a valuable hostage. Then they fell overboard on a moonless night. Edward had arranged a few accidents, some on the captain’s orders, some on his own initiative. 

Shank was sick in the head. He was smart—used big words, and lots of them—so Edward had thought the violent streak was some kind of game, a show to keep recruits intimidated, like Silbon. He was starting to think it wasn’t all for show. “Is that why you killed her? For the sword?”

Shank looked at him with dead eyes. “Of course not. I told you she attacked me first.”

“You did.”

Shank sneered. “She almost killed me.” He twisted in the chair, showing off the scar that ran from under his navel to his left hip. “I’m allowed this memento, penned by her hand, but I can’t have the sword?”

“You want loot, kill monsters. You want to murder people—”

“For the thousandth time, I didn’t—”

Edward crossed his arms. “She was an Imperial noble. That’s a custom-made longsword. Inquisitor model. Someone is going to come looking for that blade. Get rid of it.”

Shank stared at him for almost a full minute, unblinking like a snake, then looked away. “Fine.”

Edward stood there until the sword was back in its scabbard. “Tomorrow,” he said.

“I said ‘fine,’ old man. Attend to your business and leave me to mine.”

Edward grunted. He was Silbon’s second. As a younger man, he’d have answered Shank’s invitation to piss off with his fists. He told himself he still cared, although Silbon could maintain his own discipline, so maybe it was right for Edward to tone it down. A captain and his second counterbalanced each other. One had to be the shoulder to cry on, and the other, the club at their backs. That’s what they’d called him behind his back, all those years—the club, the stick, the cat, the whip, like he was just a tool in someone’s hand. Well, he’d been a good one, and more sailors made it ashore to drink, gamble, and wed than hadn’t, their bruises be damned.

His knee twinged. That was happening more often. He undid the laces on the sides of his brigandine and slid it over his head, hanging it on a cross-shaped armor stand he’d made for himself. The inside of the leather armor was lined with overlapping metal plates. He checked them for rust. There was none. He sat on his bed, thought about working some saddle wax into his boots, but he’d done that yesterday, or maybe the day before.

“Why did you give him that poncho?” Shank asked from his own bed on the far end of the room.

Edward shrugged. “Spur of the moment.” He’d kept it folded in his sea chest for years to show his son one day. Look, he would have told him. Every time the storms came, I thought of you and your mother. He’d waited too long. “Get some rest.”

Shank didn’t answer, but the lights went out.

Edward lay back, rubbing the inside of his knee with his thumb, remembering the way the boat rocked him on calm nights until his dreams took him out to sea. 

***
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SUNLIGHT DAPPLED BY the mud-spattered window pulled me from sleep. The tired debuff had cleared, but I didn’t feel rested, and the girl was gone. Sleeping in armor on a cheap cot hadn’t helped. I swung my feet off the cot and sat there a moment, letting the dream drain from my face.

“You’d better hurry if you want food,” one of the others said, on his way out. 

There were only two Travelers left in the room, besides me. One guy—a golden-skinned Dawn Elf with electric-blue hair—was sitting on the edge of his cot, wiping a shortsword down with an oiled cloth. Great discipline, poor judgment; just about anything would do more damage than that rusty piece of junk. The other, a woman, was still asleep. She was a big brute, a Risi, her pale green arms and legs spilling over the cot. I wanted to see how our Imperial cadre would react to her sleeping in, but not enough to miss breakfast. 

The door was open. I pulled on clean hose, fresh socks, and the same smelly boots. I checked that there were enough Health and Spirit vials slotted into my belt. The Refract spell I’d cast on the ring had slipped overnight. I put it in my pocket; no sense complicating things. Then I headed through the foyer, stopping to snag my new poncho.

I took a moment to examine the clasp. 

It was a scrimshaw of Harrowick, the two tiers of the city and the keep carved and inked in amazing detail on a tooth the size of my thumb joint. The Wode runic letters for “Home” were carved into it, and running my finger over it hit me with a sense of...it was something I’d never felt before. A longing, an ache and hollowness that made me want to drop everything and run. It reminded me of a grove of olive trees, and a coastline beyond it, but I didn’t know why. The weights sewn into the outer edge of the garment were neatly triple stitched, which I thought was a bit of overkill, but I admired the craft. I folded the poncho carefully and stowed it in my inventory.

Outside, Harrowick was waking up. I stepped into the crisp cool air and pale sunlight, breathing in the smell of the city. Garbage, manure, the stink of the tanner, the roofers boiling tar. Vendors were setting up their stalls across the street, laying out yesterday’s catch or produce from the fortified homesteads that dotted the map between us and Stone Reach. I closed my eyes for a moment. The lower quarter. Hooves clattered on cobbles. Shutters clapped open. Men and women yelled at each other, clambering over the scaffolding of a new inn or smithy. Even bad smells and racket have their own melody when you’ve called a place home long enough.

“Traveler! Over here!” Edward called. I opened my eyes and saw the old pirate with what I assumed were the rest of the recruits. I walked over to join them. Edward was in his red brigandine, kitted for travel and kneeling over an open pack. He closed it, tightened the straps, and stood, holding it out for me. “This one’s for you.”

I eyed the thing skeptically. A pack like that let you carry more weight, but it hit you with a 20% reduction to Stamina Regen and a 5% penalty to Evade, which basically brought me down to zero. There was no way I was going to—

He shoved it into my arms. “Put it on,” he growled, his tone implying ‘No’ was simply not an option.

I sighed. I could always ditch it if I had to run. I swung it around onto one shoulder, then slipped in the other arm. I could already feel several spots where the frame dug into my back. I hoped we weren’t going too far.

“Hold still,” Edward said. He tugged a few straps and gave the pack a shove, and the weight eased. A quick peek at my inventory showed I was the proud owner of a pack (superior, fitted), with a whopping 100 pounds of extra carry weight and only a 10% Stamina Regen penalty. And it had pork buns in it.

“Nice,” I said, stuffing one of the rice dough and barbecue treasures into my mouth. “You a tailor?”

“Sails,” Edward said. “Sometimes wounds.”

I nodded. Healing potion ingredients were probably hard to come by at sea, and the potions themselves were expensive unless you were some big shot.

The sword-polishing blue-haired Dawn Elf came hurrying out of our barracks-prison, and a few seconds later the Risi stumbled out, her left eye swollen shut—though that wouldn’t last long. Most Risi had naturally high Health Regen rates. 

Silbon came last, wearing cataphract armor, hundreds of steel plates sewn onto a leather tunic that covered his upper arms and everything from his neck to his knees. He wore Roman sandals, and his head, arms, and shins were bare, but he had a pack on his back and a wicked-looking cleaver strapped to his hip. There was this ridiculous sense of momentum as he walked past me, like a landslide, plates clack-clack-clacking together. The whole kit probably weighed eighty to ninety pounds. He looked comfortable and in a good mood. 

I kept my mouth shut. I’m not a fighter. From the swelling in the Risi woman’s face and the way she kept her eyes on the ground, there was nothing I wanted to contribute. I wolfed down the rest of my pork bun, removing the Hungry (Level 2) debuff I’d acquired overnight.

“Shank?” Silbon said.

“Here, sir.” The assassin gave Anne’s shoulder a squeeze, an oddly affectionate gesture from what I’d experienced of him, and stepped away from the recruits. I caught the girl’s eye. She looked away, flustered.

“Let’s go,” Silbon said.

There was no speech, no explanation. Silbon started walking toward the east gate, Shank chivvied us into a double column, and Edward brought up the rear. We walked past the market, past the wagon yard of the city watch and the militia armory. We passed the Temple of Forgotten Gods, and I saw the blind and bald old beggar who’d welcomed me to Harrowick a little over a year before, sitting in his usual spot. I waved. He didn’t wave back, for obvious reasons. Then we were through the gate, the guards giving Silbon a respectful salute and us the dregs of their contempt. Cobblestones gave way to gravel, then dirt and the constant whisper of the waist-high grass in the wind. We marched an hour, then rested for a few minutes before starting again.

It was a hard life out on the plains. 

Originally, Harrowick was founded as a patrol camp, interdicting pirates from the Bleak Sea and protecting the caravan route between Svartalfheim to the north and the Shining Plains to the southeast. The land was good for herding, but the grass and the animals—monsters, really—that made it their home waged constant war on human crops and settlements. And there were raiders, so a complex system of families and clans arose. No plainsman or spear-maiden stood alone against monsters or monstrous men. They were slow to trust, taciturn, constantly measuring each other as threats or potential allies. I think Wendy felt more kinship for them than for her own people. The plains and the sparring grounds were where she came alive. 

Silbon seemed to be the same, and as we pushed east toward the White Cliffs, he dropped back more often to ask the recruits questions or encourage them. We were on a five-minute rest-break nine miles from Harrowick when he crouched next to me and gave my right boot a nudge. “How are your feet, Traveler?” Silbon asked. “Boots fit okay? You’re useless to me lame, and I can’t afford to waste a healing potion on you.”

“I’m good, sir,” I answered around another pork bun, trying to seem earnest. Silbon’s eyes narrowed a bit—nothing wrong with that one’s instincts—but he had twelve other recruits to attend to. He moved on, his coat of plates going clickety-clack.

I was telling the truth, though. There’s a skill called Conditioning most Travelers don’t know about because it builds slowly. It doesn’t make you faster, better looking, or handier with a weapon. And there are only a few ways to level it up.
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WENDY STAYED LOW, TIMING her steps to the gusting wind until her heartbeat ebbed and flowed with the green sea around her. She carried the boar spear in her right hand, point forward, low to the ground, waiting for the Breath like a true daughter of the plains.

“What are we waiting for?” Alan said.

Wendy shook her head, eyes half closed, listening.

Spear-maidens believed in fear, especially of the unknown. They talked about it in the hunting camps, bragged about near-death experiences more than victories, and respected caution and years more than strength. It went against everything the Legion—everything her father—had taught her about military bearing and holding the line.

The Breath was—

“You look like you’re constipated,” Alan said.

Wendy gritted her teeth. The Breath was the moment before—

“Seriously. I don’t think people even poop here, I’ve never had to go, but you look backed up in a medically serious way.”

Her eyes snapped open and she half-turned to glare at him, almost against her will. His mouth was drawn into a sideways smile, and his hazel eyes made the tall grass seem faded. He was a distraction, rapidly becoming an annoyance. She’d thought he’d grow from this, toughen up, but he didn’t take anything seriously. Then and there, she decided to let him go.

The grass wolf came at her from the side, fast and silent, jaws wide. It was a mature male, a black, white, and green blur in the corner of her eye. She inhaled and twisted, but the spear didn’t follow fast enough.

The Breath was the moment before you died. 

It was that timeless realization of mortality. Spear-maidens spent their entire childhood training to act during the Breath, to strike. Wendy was just a gifted amateur compared to them. The grass wolf ripped her side open with its four lower tusks, spattering the bony plate that covered it from forehead to snout with her blood. It clawed at her, leered with its six red-orange eyes, and it was quiet, so quiet, except for the ringing in her ears as even the grass sea fell silent. And Alan...

Alan was a madman. Alan had her spear in his hands, stabbing down, two-handed. His clothes were torn. His face was bleeding. He was past fear, past fury, his eyes oddly blank as he struck and struck again. The weight lifted from her. 

He was magnificent.

Then he went and ruined it, blubbering about how sorry he was, and something about the gods. “Shhh...” she said. She gathered the energy she had left to call on Sophia, Overmind of Order, to heal herself. Just enough to slow the bleeding. 

It was a mile back to the camp and the horses. He’d have to carry her. 

She passed out.

A day and a half later, still recovering and bandaged, they made love. He was gentle. He looked at her like she was precious. And she thought, then and there, Maybe he’ll stay.

***
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ANOTHER SIX MILES PASSED, and the recruits were hurting. Edward had to help a few along with the cudgel.

“Two more legs, and then we camp for the night!” Silbon barked, to a chorus of groans. He showed no signs of discomfort or sympathy. The man was a monster.

Edward was favoring his right leg, but only slightly, his expression stoic. I wasn’t sure what had brought the old sailor ashore, but he wasn’t built for this. 

Shank carried neither Silbon’s weight nor Edward’s bulk and smiled like he was out on a lazy afternoon stroll. He roved the column, peppering the recruits with his thoughts, his observations, and most of all, insults. Guy really liked his insults. He spoke with Anne more than once. I was getting a really weird vibe off those two, but Anne didn’t seem to mind. 

The rest of the recruits withdrew into their little worlds, focused on the patch of ground just ahead of their feet and the pain in their thighs and backs. Wendy called it going internal, and in a rare show of emotion told me how she’d lost friends to Dokkalfar ambushes in the Storme Marshes because they weren’t paying attention. She blew up on a squire once, when we were riding in the rain to Shieldaig, one of the northern homesteads. She made him walk for an hour. 

Wendy was all about a healthy sense of alertness and fear. I kept my head moving, left and right, scanning near and far. I’d already spotted two grass wolves. The long quills on their backs were green, like the grass, but if you saw a ripple traveling opposite the wind, it could only be one thing. They didn’t seem interested in tangling with a group as big as ours, but they’d snatch a straggler up without hesitation.

The recruits dropped back as they reached their breaking point, letting others pass, eyes rolling and looking for sympathy. Edward let them be as long as they stayed ahead of him, probably glad to slow down. Silbon kept the pace. The column stretched. I couldn’t have asked for a better moment to escape. But as another recruit dropped back, I settled in behind Anne. I needed to find out if she knew Wendy, and if so, what had happened to my friend.

“Hey, Traveler!” Shank said, walking up to me. “Step out of line.”

I stepped aside. Silbon glanced back but kept moving, as did Anne and the rest of the column.

“Listen, Anne told me you were bothering her last night,” Shank said.

My throat tightened. 

Edward walked by, ignoring both of us.

Shank raised his hands, palms out. “Don’t get me wrong, a classy guy like you would never bother a girl like her. It’s not your style, and women, well, they can overreact, can’t they?” he said, punching me lightly in the shoulder like we were friends. “But give her some space, or I’ll kill you, slow.” He grinned, and this time it reached his eyes like he was looking forward to it.

“What’s your problem with me?”

“No problem, Traveler. Kid’s had a hard time, doesn’t need trouble.” He looked up the road and whistled. 

I glanced at the column, now over 100 yards away. 

“Guess we’d better catch up, hadn’t we?” Shank said.

“We’re too far,” I said, grinding my teeth.

He sneered at me. “You’ll just have to—”

“No, you idiot. We’re too far. We’re surrounded.” Three ripples, two small and one large crest of green, were speeding toward us through the grass.

Shank followed my gaze, shrugged, and said, “Bad luck, Traveler.” He turned to run.

“If you run from them, you’ll die,” I said, using my Suggest skill.

“What?” Shank said, momentarily caught off guard. It wasn’t a full success; he didn’t believe me. But it bought me just enough time. Two grass wolves—juveniles weighing about seventy pounds each—slunk out of the grass, cutting us off from the column. They growled and hissed, their green quills raised.

“I said, ‘If you run from them, you’ll die.’ You never turn your back on a grass wolf.” I shrugged my pack off and kept my eyes on the third, larger beast, which stepped out of the grass directly behind us.

“Damn,” Shank said, dropping his pack and drawing a pair of daggers.

If you’ve never seen a grass wolf before—preferably mounted on the wall of a tavern—they’re roughly the size and build of a Rottweiler, with four reverse-jointed legs and big, four-clawed paws. They have a bony plate that protects the top of their head, from forehead to snout, and sometimes, on the plains, you’ll hear the loud thwock of two males fighting over a mate or a kill. 

Two sets of tusks, a larger set behind and shorter ones in front, protrude from their lower jaw, like a warthog, and they have six eyes the color of faded tomatoes that see too well in the dark. Their grass-green quills are as light and pliable as the real thing. Their bodies are black, covered in light downy feathers in most places, with black, overlapping scales showing on their necks, shoulders, and thighs. Finally, they have a long, segmented tail—not much different from a rat’s—about as thick as my wrist, which they use to communicate with each other and for balance.

This third one was a female—they have twin ridges of bone spurs running the length of their frontal plates—and she weighed as much as her two pups put together. She held her head low. Her tail swished behind her.

“I need a weapon,” I told Shank evenly.

“We can still run.”

“They’ll outrun us.”

“I’ll outrun you.”

“You want to give me a weapon, Shank.” This time, the suggestion worked. He fished a sheathed sword from his pack and handed it to me, a confused look on his face.

Suggestions cost 100 Spirit each. Maintaining the Hide spell that kept me anonymous cost another 200. I was out. I released the spell and knocked back a Spirit Regen vial from my belt.

The grass wolves had closed to within striking distance. The juveniles were still snarling and hissing, but “mom” was quiet, crouching down for the leap.

I stepped toward her, stomping my foot and drawing the sword. The grass wolf hissed, scrabbling back a full ten feet before wheeling, growling, and hissing at me while she paced back and forth.

For all their freaky looks, grass wolves don’t like a fair fight, which is something we have in common. I took another step forward, and the female withdrew again but not as far. She cocked her bony head at me. She was on edge, ready to run, tempted to call my bluff.

My Spirit had recovered enough. I cast Disturb, subvocalizing so Shank wouldn’t know. The combination cost me 120 Spirit, so I wouldn’t get another shot.

A full body tremor passed through the grass wolf, and she whined. She slapped her thick tail on the ground twice, then wheeled about and ran back into the grass, stumbling once on her front paws. The two juveniles bolted with their mother.

I let out a sigh of relief.

“What the hell was that?” Shank asked. 

“They’re ambush predators and scavengers. They were looking for a meal, not a fight.” Wendy called them vermin. She’d hunted them to protect local crops and livestock.

I looked down at the sword in my hand and stiffened. Grip long enough for two hands, a straight cross-guard, two-finger-wide blade that tapered to a thin point...it was a Templar’s weapon, beautiful in its simplicity, but shorter and lighter than normal, the kind a female member of the Order might carry.

I dropped the scabbard and gripped the sword loosely with both hands. Shank was within striking distance.
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WENDY HAD ALREADY DRUNK too much. She knew that. Still, she felt some regret when she sprayed a mouthful of Martha’s pale ale across the table, not because she showered Alan with it, but because it was a waste of beer. “What did you say?”

He wiped his face on his sleeve. His cheeks were a pleasant ruddy color that showed even through his tan. “I asked if I could hold your sword for a minute.”

Wendy sat back. The foreigner astounded her sometimes. He was handsome and funny, but sometimes it was like he’d been born on another world. “You don’t handle other people’s swords.”

“Why not?”

Why not? she thought. No one had ever asked her that. It just wasn’t done. “I’ll hand you my sword as soon as you loan me your man parts for a trip to the brothel.’

He laughed. She liked his laugh. “You called them ‘man parts.’” He snorted.

She kicked her chair back and drew the sword, slapping it down flat on the table. Martha frowned behind the bar, and the Wolf held its breath for a moment. This wasn’t usually that kind of tavern. “This is my sword, Alan. It’s been in my family for six generations. My father used it during the wars. My grandfather died with it in his hands.”

She blushed. “My father disowned me after I won it from him. I’ve killed to keep it.” She said the last sentence softly, almost to herself. She tapped the crest etched into the blade, near the quillons, her voice strong again. “This is the legacy he left me, willing or not.”
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I TWISTED THE SWORD around. No crest.

“Something wrong, Alan?” Shank said slowly. His body was tense.

“Nope. Nice sword. Where’d you get it?”

He swallowed. “I found it.”

“Hmm.” I bent down, retrieved the scabbard, and sheathed it. There was a story there, but not her sword, not my problem. “Here,” I said, holding it out to him.

His upper lip twitched. He stayed where he was. “You know what? Keep it. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather give it to.”

I shrugged. It was a good sword. I belted it at my hip and grabbed my pack, and we headed after the others. It took us about ten minutes to catch up, moving fast but keeping our eyes peeled for trouble. By then, I’d put the Hide spell back in place, my name slipping from Shank’s memory like a dream.

My name is Alan, by the way. Don’t worry, you’ll forget. It’s the Hide spell. At level 1, Neutral and Friendly characters just remember me as a kind of blur. I’m only there when they focus on me, and my name slips from their mind soon after. But since we’re friends, I’ll let you in on a little secret. I’m one of Eldgard’s few dedicated Illusionists, and my skill tree looks like this:

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

I PUT MOST OF MY PROFICIENCY Points into Vocalize. It lets me speak louder, mimic voices, throw my voice, and subvocalize. Not that impressive, right? I’m harmless. And everything I say is true.

Anyway, my thighs were burning, and I was breathing hard when we passed Edward and fell into line at the back of the left column.

“Everything okay, Traveler?” Edward asked.

“We’re fine, old man.”

“I didn’t ask you, Shank.”

I looked at Edward over my shoulder, heart still beating fast. “All good, sir. Shank was just giving me a few pointers.”

“On what?”

“Running,” I answered, straight-faced. I glanced at Shank as Edward looked away and gave him a wink. First, he thought he could scare me, then he thought he’d leave me to the wolves. I guess he thought he couldn’t like me less. Proved him wrong on that too.

We made camp a mile farther down the road. Silbon made the recruits clear an area out of the grass using whatever edged weapons they had, then our Imperial cadre put us through basic melee drills until most of the recruits were close to falling over. I kept a Charm aura running the whole time. It made me a little more outgoing, like a second glass of wine. I cracked jokes, helped people work through the fatigue, and even drew a reluctant half-chuckle from Edward. 

When training was over, Edward started a fire using a flint and bricks of dried grass, water was boiled from the nearby stream, and everyone settled in for the night.

“Okay, listen to this one,” I told a little group of them as we ate dinner. “How many time travelers does it take to hurry the gods?”

Yvette, the female Risi, gave me a look over her bowl of rice and beans but stayed silent.

Zach, the blue-haired Dawn Elf, looked around at the others, then said, “I don’t get it. Is it a joke?”

“It’s a riddle,” Yvette said, between mouthfuls.

“But what’s the answer?” Zach asked.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure there is an answer. It’s called Wisdom. It’s supposed to make you think about the world behind the world. Think of it as a secondary quest.”

“More importantly, we all just got 100 EXP,” Yvette said, setting down her bowl. Several of the others’ faces went blank as they checked their user interfaces. “Where’d you hear it?” she asked.

“Just some blind old beggar on the street.”

“Hmm.” She picked up her food again.

I didn’t show it, but I was impressed. Most of the Travelers who chose a Risi body were as dumb as they looked. I told a joke even Zach was able to get. The Charm aura kept things light and engaging. And every sixty seconds, anyone within five yards of me became 1% more likely to fall for my little tricks. Illusion magic is all about the long con.

“Two-hour watches,” Silbon said. “We’ll reach the White Cliffs in the afternoon, tomorrow.”

I put my head down on my bedroll and passed out.

***
[image: image]


ANNE TOUCHED MY SHOULDER around midnight, waking me. She nearly jumped out of her skin when I sat up.

“What is it?” I asked, scanning the darkness beyond the fire for red-orange eyes.

“Umm...we have the midwatch,” she said.

“Oh.” I relaxed. It was only a mild inconvenience, the kind that would leave me sore and a bit tired, not dead.

“Yeah. Edward said to meet him by the fire.”

“Okay.” I yawned. I found my boots in the dark. I checked the Hide and Charm spells were still in place. I’d slept with my new sword on my chest—just a regular night on the plains.

I kept my left eye closed and covered with my hand as I approached the fire. Anne looked at me like I was crazy, but Edward nodded. “You know what to do?” he asked.

I nodded.

Edward grunted. “I don’t know why, but I trust you,” he said.

It’s the Charm aura, I absolutely did not tell him.

“So I’m going to get some sleep,” he continued. “Wake the big Risi woman up in two hours. Screw me over, and you’d better hope I end up dead.”

“Rest easy,” I told him, adding an extra 1% to my chance of messing with his head. It was the Illusionist’s creed, after all. Nothing is real, but every little bit helps.

“Hmph.” He shook his head, then walked off to his bedroll without another word. Anne and I watched him go, our backs to the dwindling fire.

“What did you just do to him?” she asked, eyes squinted in suspicion.

I don’t scare easy. I’m even infrequently surprised. But with Shank, Silbon, and Edward nearby, and me stuck almost twenty miles from Harrowick, that little girl nearly scared the crap out of me. “What do you mean?”

“When you spoke to him. You did something to make him calmer.”

I shook it off. She was perceptive, but I could talk my way out of this. I rested my right hand on my belt, by my vials, and found the third tube with the square-topped stopper. “I tell people the truth, with the right words, and they trust me.”

“That’s not magic.”

“It can be.” I coughed, turning away from her, and tipped the vial’s contents down my throat. I just needed enough Spirit for one more suggestion, and all this questioning would go away.

“It won’t work, Alan,” she said quietly.

Okay, yeah, scared crapless. I always knew this day would come, when all my little deceptions would catch up with me. “Are you a mind reader?”

She giggled. “What? No, I’m an Enchantress. I can see you using magic. It’s a class skill. What school is that?”

“Illusion,” I answered, cursing my luck. Enchanters are the worst.

“Really? I haven’t seen many people pick that.”

“Uh huh.”

“I mean, it doesn’t deal any direct damage.”

“Nope.”

“And it’s slow, right? Takes days to set up?”

“Yep.”

“So why did you—”

“You don’t really choose to be an Illusionist. It picks you.”

She bunched her eyebrows up. “Really?”

“Yes. No. Maybe. Look, it seemed like a really good idea at the time. And why are you even talking to me? Your boyfriend was pretty clear about you wanting to be left alone.”

She blinked. “My who?”

“Shank?”

“Oh, gross, no.” She shuddered. “He’s like thirty or something,” she said.

I’m like thirty or something. Nice.

“He’s like an overprotective big brother. Besides,” she added, “I don’t think he swings that way.”

“You mean teenagers?”

“I mean women.”

Okay, that makes sense, I thought. He groomed himself pretty damn well for a soldier in the field, and his pants were impractically tight.

“Not that I’m into stereotypes,” she added. 

“Right, me neither. And it doesn’t matter.”

“No, it doesn’t,” she replied. She didn’t speak for a moment. It was just the sound of the fire popping and the wind through the grass sea. “You’re not going to kill me, are you?” she asked.

“No.”

“Because I’ll just respawn, and then I’ll tell Silbon.”

“Does that mean you won’t tell him now? About my...my magic. My tricks?”

She crossed her arms. “Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“Where did you get that sword?” she asked, looking up at me. Firelight flickered in her eyes, and I saw the set of her jaw, the planting of her feet, the echo of an old friend.

“You knew Wendy.”

Anne’s jaw tightened.

“This isn’t her sword.”

“It looks like it.”

I drew the blade slowly so I wouldn’t spook her. “See? No family crest.”

“Oh. But you could have—”

“Removed the mark? No scratches, and you’d see it if I’d cast a spell.” Because Enchanters ruin everything. “And before you say a blacksmith could have reforged the blade, your boyfriend gave me the sword this morning, and we’re all out of anvils out here.”

“He’s not my...”

I grinned.

“Yeah. Anyway, Shank and Wendy were friends. He wouldn’t hurt her,” she said, as much for herself as for me.

“Who says she’s hurt?”

Anne looked down at the ground. “You said I knew Wendy.”

Damn. That was sloppy. But I had a lead. “She was here?”

Anne sniffed. “Yeah. She was my companion NPC.”

“Local,” I corrected.

“What?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, waving away the question with one hand. “She was friends with Shank. Who wasn’t she friends with?” Knowing Wendy, there had to be someone.

Anne bit her lip. “She fought Silbon, twice. The second time, he knocked her out cold. She disappeared a few days later. I thought she’d abandoned me.”

I stared into the darkness while the fire died behind me. Wendy never gave up on a single thing in her life.
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FIVE MORE HOURS OF marching down the dirt road that parted the grass sea brought us to the edge of the White Cliffs and the white-capped gray stretches of salt water beyond it. I won’t bore you with the details. Silbon was tireless, but he let the shortest recruits set the pace at the head of the column. Anne kept glancing my way, and eventually, Shank noticed.

“Hey, Traveler, I thought I told you to—” 

“Piss off, Shank,” I suggested. And he did. Sometimes, being an Illusionist is the best thing in the world.

Edward developed a full-blown limp—some sort of debuff if I had to guess—so the last mile took as long as the first three. Everyone, including me, was tired and sore when we reached the edge of the Bleak Sea. Which is why we were surprised when Silbon started strapping on the rest of his armor.

And since I’d been maintaining the Charm aura for a day and a half, everyone turned to me.

“Sir?” I said, approaching Silbon.

“Yes, Traveler?”

“The recruits are wondering what’s going on.”

Silbon glanced up from fastening a second steel shinguard. His left arm was encased in a manica, segmented steel bands that overlapped from his knuckles to his shoulder. He had a mail coif tucked into his belt, and he’d swapped the sandals for proper boots. “Are they, now?” He turned his attention back to his laces.

I took a step forward. “Yes, sir.” 

I knew I was pushing it. I could sense a tension in Silbon, in his slow, deliberate motion, like a coiled snake. He didn’t strike though. He just kept checking his gear. “Does Osmark have a problem with me?”

The best thing to do when you’ve been blindsided is to act like you know more than the other person. “What makes you ask?”

“The sword. You’re an inquisitor.”

“What if I am?” I said, trying to stay cool.

“Two Templars in less than a month? Carrera trusted me.”

Things started to click into place. Carrera had been the High Commander of the Imperial Inquisitors for a hot minute until another Traveler stole his city from under him and vanished him in the process. His name was Jack or something—I’d kept out of politics since the bulk of the Travelers had arrived. It was a good trick, though, disappearing Carrera. I’d have paid my weight in secrets to know how it was done. “Carrera lost Rowanheath, then disappeared. Some people might question his loyalties.”

Silbon spat. What exactly do you say to that? Instead, I stuck to my original question. “What are we doing?”

He was starting to get mad, which was exactly what I needed. “My job. I’m taking the recruits down to the Sea Caves to grind out some EXP.” 

He stepped forward, intending to pull one of those really macho shoulder bumps that works really well when you’re slathered in eighty pounds of armor. As he made contact, I triggered the suggestion. “You want to tell me about Wendy.”

The look he gave me wasn’t what I’d expected, not anger or fear, but confusion. “What does Wendy have to do with any of this?”

“You two fought.”

“We sparred a few times.”

“Did she win?”

Silbon snorted. “No, but almost. She was stubborn. I had to knock her out to stop the fight.” He grinned ruefully. “Where is she?”

“She was murdered.”

“I...I’m sorry to hear that,” Silbon said. “I thought she’d gone after the other inquisitor, that she managed to patch things up with the Order.”

“What do you mean patch things up?”

Silbon raised an eyebrow. “Wendy was disgraced, stripped of her rank for dereliction of duty. She went chasing after some man in Wyrdtide. Didn’t find him, took a ship back to Harrowick, and wound up with us. Didn’t you know?”

“I didn’t.” And it stung. It really was my fault after all.

He looked at me, tilting his head. “This is a personal inquest, then?”

“It is.”

He nodded and looked away. “How did she die?”

“Stabbed and beaten to death in an alley.”

Silbon’s jaw stiffened. He clenched and unclenched his armored fist. “I’m not a suspect.”

“No,” I said. Silbon had liked her, and she’d probably liked him.

“Then let me do my job.” He walked past me. “Form up!” Silbon bellowed.

I fell in with the rest of the recruits. He led us down a narrow path.

Another dead end. I was frustrated, but also relieved. If Anne had been right, I would have had to fight Silbon.
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WENDY LAUGHED AT HIM. His eyes were so wide, she could see white all around. “Never seen a naked woman before?”

“It’s not that...”

“What then?” She lowered herself into the tub of steaming hot water. Sweet Sophia that feels good, she thought. She’d had a few beers and picked up a new friend, just the thing to work out the soreness of the melee. 

The man she’d picked up at Martha’s, Alan, stayed by the door, looking awkward. He was good looking, a little exotic, like the people of the caravanserai from the Barren Sands, but he was starting to ruin her good mood. 

“Out with it,” she said, closing her eyes and leaning her head back.

“Don’t they hurt?”

“What?”

“The bruises,” he said.

Wendy wasn’t sure what to tell him. Everything hurt. She didn’t own a full-length mirror, but she was sure she looked like tenderized beef. “I trust my armor. And besides, my Regen is high—they’ll heal up in no time at all.”

“Yeah, but you said you came from practice,” he insisted. “Why did they hit you so hard if you were practicing?”

So I don’t die in battle, she thought, but she wasn’t about to explain that to a civilian. He was concerned, scared but ready to save the damsel from whatever trouble she was in. Another day, she’d’ve knocked his teeth in, but she was buzzed, and he was good looking. “Get in the tub or get out.”

She closed her eyes again, listened to his boots hit the wooden floor, and smiled as the heat did its magic on her muscles. Alan was going to have to toughen up to survive on the plains. A heavy blow and a weakness corrected were the kindnesses of comrades and friends.
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STEEL GRAY-AND-WHITE waves crashed into the rocks, sending up explosions of freezing foam that drenched us as we made our way along the narrow shelf. We were twenty feet above the frothy water at the base of the White Cliffs. Wave after wave rolled in, ponderous, deafening. There was no end to the noise as we traversed the slippery walkway, step by treacherous step.

“We’re almost there!” Edward shouted above the roar.

I could see a cave opening ahead, and half of the recruits had already disappeared into it. Foam drenched us again, though I was surprisingly comfortable with Edward’s poncho on. Anne, next in line behind me, gave me a worried look. I grinned at her, but I didn’t take my hand off the old, slimy rope that had been pitoned to the rockface.

Then I was stepping into the shadow and relative dryness of the cave. The roar receded to a muted kind of white noise. I pulled Anne in after me. Two more recruits followed, and Edward came in last, breathing hard and grumbling about being too old.

“Did we lose anyone?” Silbon asked.

“No, sir,” Edward answered.

I pulled my hood back. The caves were humid but warm. The floor was rough rock, although there were places where stalagmites had been broken and a path smoothed by labor or magic. We stood in a small antechamber, but I could see a larger cave beyond this one, and the whole cliff was likely riddled with chambers and passages. Phosphorescent mushrooms made the walls glow blue.

“Welcome to the Sea Caves, recruits. If this is your first time, this is a level five to fifteen dungeon as long as you stay above sea level. Fight in groups, don’t go past the archways into the ruins proper, and if you see something that looks like a fish-man on steroids, come get me, Shank, or Edward, and we’ll handle it.”

Silbon turned and headed deeper into the caves. Edward found a boulder to sit on. The recruits split up into pairs and teams, mostly by who they liked rather than any kind of party balancing. Anne argued with Shank. I saw Edward watching them. I leaned over and said, “Lovers’ quarrel?”

Edward grunted. “He’s just protective; he has a soft spot for orphans.” I blinked. I hadn’t thought about it, but a young kid like Anne—and a Traveler no less? Yeah, she probably was an orphan. Our world was dead after all, ended in fire and rock, or so I’d been told. I didn’t really trust anything coming from Osmark, but there had been that video of an asteroid hitting Earth a few weeks back. “Besides,” Edward continued, “she’s too young. He likes older women.”

“Women?”

Edward raised an eyebrow.

“Not that it matters,” I said with a small shrug.

“Not that it matters,” he said. “But no, that one’s straight as an arrow. Likes the brothels down in the Harrowick Pleasure District more than his pay, which is surprising...” He frowned, confused. “I shouldn’t be talking about this.”

I could almost feel Eldgard’s quest system inviting me to dig into Edward and Shank’s past. I could have used a suggestion, but I didn’t. Even locals deserve to have some secrets, and I didn’t think this one would lead me to Wendy’s killer. “So, what is this place?”

“Silbon already—”

I waved my hand. “That’s Traveler nonsense. What is this place, really?”

Edward chuckled. “You’re a funny one, you know that?” He shifted his weight, pulled a flask from his hip, and took a pull from it. “I suppose it was a smuggler’s stash. Maybe there’s a cave, down at sea level, and at low tide, a good rowing crew could come right in. Then some lummox thought it would be a good idea to loot the ruins in the cliffs. Maybe it cost him his ship and his crew.”

“That you?”

He looked at me like I was an idiot. “No. I came ashore to take care of my family, though I bungled that as thoroughly as Captain Jacobs—may the sea spit up his bloated corpse.” He took another drink and put his flask away.

Anne cleared her throat.

“Ready?” I asked.

She nodded. 
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I SLUNG PURPLE SEA-sprite blood off my sword, spattering the wall. The smell was awful, like rotting broccoli.

“So what did you find out?” Anne asked.

“Silbon didn’t do it. He was surprised and angry to hear Wendy was dead.”

I grunted and swung, cutting another one of the disgusting blue pixies in half. It screeched at me from the floor, clawing and biting the air with needlelike teeth, until I brought my boot down on its blue-skinned, green-haired head. One of its translucent, veined wings stuck to my sole, and I had to scrape it off on a rock. A minute amount of EXP trickled in. “You could help,” I said.

“Gross.”

Great. Everything I needed in a partner right now.

Another three sea-sprites flew out of a small opening in the cave wall. Their leader, a four-armed pixie with a red-painted face, pointed at us and screamed. “Look out!” I said, moving to put myself between them and Anne.

Something shot past my ear with a thwip, and Red-face sprouted a dagger from his tiny chest. Another dagger impaled a sea-sprite in flight. I cut the third open from shoulder to hip, spraying myself with more of their revolting purple blood. I seriously hated the things.

The daggers jerked out of their little fleshy sheaths, shook themselves clean, then flew back to float point down behind Anne’s shoulders, like a set of Accipiter wings.

“Could you have done that this whole time?”

She grinned at me.

“Good for you.”

She blushed a little. Still a kid. “So, what do we do now?”

“We?”

“Yeah, we, Alan.” The daggers thwipped out again, finding another pair of victims. “She was my friend, too.”

I looked at her for a moment, and then I realized what was going on. “You got a quest.”

“So?”

“So how much EXP is Wendy’s life worth?” I asked.

She turned bright red. “What’s your problem? This is a game. I don’t—”

“Log out,” I told her.

“What?”

“If this is a game, log out.”

She bit her lower lip. “You know I can’t do that, and neither can—”

“Then it’s not a game, and Wendy was as real as either of us,” I said, surprised at how angry I was.

“I...I’m sorry,” she said, tearing up. 

I’m such a jerk.

“Look, just...It’s like this,” I said, remembering the words. “If my soul is solid state, why do I dream?”

“Is that another one of your Wisdoms?”

“Not mine, but yeah. You were listening, at the camp?”

Anne nodded.

“Players, NPCs,” I said, cringing at the slur, “we’re all the same now. Except Wendy’s never coming back.”

Anne swallowed. She looked away.

I scratched my head. The truth was I was out of ideas. Silbon, Edward, and even Shank seemed decent enough, in their own ways. They were violent men, with violent pasts, but I couldn’t imagine any of them murdering Wendy in cold blood.

“There,” Anne said. “I cancelled the quest.”

“What?”

“I removed it from my Quest Journal. There’s nothing in it for me now except for her. So we’re in this together, right? Doing it for the right reasons?”

She looked at me, her gaze steady in the glow of the cave mushrooms. I could see why the Overminds paired her with Wendy. “Right,” I said. “So, it’s not Silbon.”

“Or Shank.”

I paused, frowning. “I’m still not sure about him.”

“I am.”

“You were wrong about his choice in partners.”

“Not that it matters.”

“Not that it matters, except according to Edward he spends most of his money in brothels in the Pleasure District. Wendy was his type.”

Anne laughed.

“What?”

“He spends his money on old women in brothels because they raised him.”
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THE BOY WAS HUDDLED in a corner of the room, hugging his knees to his bare chest. There were welts on his arms and a cut on his face, above his left eye.

“He did this?” the Union Fixer asked.

“Yes,” the madam answered.

The client was on the bed, facedown on a sheet soaked with her own blood. She’d been stabbed over and over, front and back.

“Who is she?”

The madam shrugged. “No one important. Liked to get rough with boys the way her father was rough with her. This one didn’t care for it,” she said, waving at the boy.

The boy shuddered, the long, broken piece of glass still gripped tightly in his bleeding hand.

“Fifty coppers,” the Fixer said. “We’ll find a use for him once he’s trained.”

“And the body?”

“That’ll be his first job.”
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“THAT’S...AWFUL,” I said.

Anne nodded. “His mother sold him to the brothel to pay for her Affka habit. The brothel sold him to the Thieves. He always used brothels as a safe house when he was...working. He trusts them.”

“And you know this how?”

“Because he told me. Because I’m one of his only friends, and so was Wendy.”

“But Edward—”

“Maybe Edward doesn’t know him as well as I do. He pisses Shank off. Did he mention that? Tries to tell him how he should live, even though he’s an alcoholic pirate who washed up in Harrowick, looking for work. Age doesn’t always make you right or wise.”

“I’m starting to realize that,” I answered. “I guess the only question, then, is if Shank is such a nice assassin, who did this sword belong to?”

“That’s easy,” Edward said, stepping out of the shadows. “It belonged to Lady Ginevra Moretti, Templar of the Viridian Imperial Inquisition.”
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IT WAS NIGHT WHEN LADY Moretti stepped out of the portal onto the plaza in Harrowick. She stood a moment, swaying. Teleportation was never a comfortable experience, and a field portal read from a scroll even less so, but she had a report to make. She took a few deep breaths, swallowed, and set off for the Inquisitors’ headquarters in the upper city.

The trip hadn’t been a complete waste of time. She’d been sent to assess the loyalty of Mateo Cazales, a Traveler who styled himself as Silbon and had been an associate of Aleixo Carrera. And he was loyal, almost unimaginatively so. He employed less-than-reputable staff, true, but he turned out combat-ready Travelers at a higher rate than 80% of the adhoc conscription units scattered around the Empire.

The presence of the deserter had been a surprise. The woman had been twice disgraced, by the Empire and her family. Ginevra had almost admired her nerve in returning to Harrowick, if not her common sense. She’d befriended the woman of course. Ginevra had even given her assurances she’d put in a good word with the Council of Reconciliation. 

She’d do nothing of the sort. The woman belonged in a cell where she couldn’t infect others with her insubordination or switch sides on a whim as she had in the past. There was a war on, and Lady Moretti, at least, knew where her loyalties lay.

“My lady? Lady Ginevra Moretti?” a man called from the doorway of a brothel.

Normally she would have ignored him, but she recognized him as Silbon’s pet assassin. She could have cut herself on his cheekbones. Maybe one day she would. “What do you want? I’m in a hurry.”

“Forgive me, milady, but I read your intention regarding the former Templar in our Company, these days past, and hoped you might reconsider.”

“Are you loyal to the Empire?” Ginevra asked. That question was usually enough to shut people up.

“No,” Shank said. “But Wendy is.”

Ginevra scoffed. Loyalty wasn’t a frippery you put on when it suited. “If she was loyal, she wouldn’t have deserted.” She turned to go.

“Milady...” Shank said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

She struck him. It was a reflex, sheer outrage at the commoner’s presumption, something she’d learned almost from birth. Her gauntlet opened a gash just above his eye and knocked him sideways. It was the death of her.

Ginevra wasn’t a parade knight, she was a Templar, a veteran of several campaigns and inquests. She saw the unthinking murder in his eyes and caught the knife, turned it, and jammed it into her attacker’s abdomen. It all happened in a single intake of air, a moment suspended in time. She yelled and forced the knife outward, ripping through Shank’s guts and scraping across his hipbone. She never saw the second knife. It went in behind her collarbone, jammed down to the hilt. She felt it like he’d thumped her on the shoulder.

Something warm and wet spurted against her neck and ear. She was screaming, struggling to hold onto the knife, to knee the bastard in the groin or cave his face in with her forehead. But she felt weak, and everything sounded hollow. Her lips moved without sound.

“Damn it,” Shank said, breathing hard. There was another voice. She couldn’t make it out. “No, I’m fine, just get her inside.”

She was dragged across the cobbles, limp and unfeeling, then everything went dark.

***
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“WHOA,” ANNE SAID.

“Yes, ‘Whoa,’” Edward said.

“So Shank’s a murderer—” I said, testing a theory.

Edward stiffened.

“—but he didn’t kill Wendy,” I finished.

“Exactly,” Edward said, relaxing again.

“It was an accident,” Anne protested.

“No it wasn’t, was it, Edward? It was a consequence.”

Edward frowned. “He’s a Cutthroat. It’s what he does. ’Sides, it doesn’t really—”

“Matter?” I asked. “I think it does. I think Shank’s a timebomb waiting to go off, and we should put him down before he hurts someone else.”

Edward undid the clasp at his neck and pulled the cloak from his shoulders. I slipped out of my pack straps.

Anne grabbed my arm. “Alan, what are you—”

I swung the pack into her, doing a little blunt damage to her Health and Stamina, just enough to get her below 100%. She squeaked in surprise. “Sleep,” I said, catching her as she crumpled. Her enchanted daggers clattered on the cave floor. I didn’t want her to get hurt or have her interfere.

“Neat trick,” Edward said. He had the cudgel in his right hand now, the cloak in his left. I finally understood why the poncho had been weighted.

I drew Ginevra’s sword. “Why?”

Edward started circling. “Why what, Traveler?”

“Why did you kill Wendy?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I kept the tip of the sword level with his eyes, looking for an opening. “You know what I wonder?”

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“I wonder where the father was in all this. Where was Daddy when Mom was selling Shank for a hit off the Affka pipe?” 

I feinted a thrust. Edward swung the cloak low, like a net, catching my ankle, then yanking my left leg forward. “He was at sea,” Edward growled, ramming the cudgel into my stomach. 

I staggered back, coughing. The blow had taken a third of my Health. I told you I wasn’t a fighter.

Edward struck again. “He was serving his captain and his crew.” Clang. “He trusted his wife.” Clang. “He would have taken the boy with him if he’d known!” Edward bellowed. The third blow knocked my sword aside, and he punched me in the face with his cloak-covered fist.

“He could have been a tailor,” Shank said, stepping out of the shadows and stabbing Edward in the back with both daggers.

Edward grunted, stumbling forward, then roared and swung his cloak around at head level. Shank danced back, bloody daggers in his fists.

I sheathed my sword, then chugged a Health and a Spirit vial. Never waste a good distraction.

“You kill my friend, old man?” Shank asked, moving to put Edward between us.

Edward sneered and backed away. “I did it for you.”

“Of course you did.”

“She was going to turn you in, boy! She saw you with the inquisitor’s sword.”

Shank hesitated. “She wouldn’t have—”

“She would,” I said, retrieving Anne’s daggers. “Wendy would have turned you in without blinking. It was her duty.”

“She picked and chose what her duty was,” Edward countered, “or she wouldn’t have been here.”

“I never said she was perfect.” I unbelted the sword and let it drop. Then I cast Mirror.

I looked down and saw I was now wearing the same clothing as Shank—right down to the square-toed boots and uncomfortably tight pants. Mirror makes you look like your target. At Level 1, that’s all it did, so I had none of Shank’s equipment or abilities. But with one of Wendy’s daggers in each hand, and Vocalize at Level 3, it was close enough.

Shank and I ran at Edward at the same time. I matched Shank’s stance and his stride, even his strikes if it wouldn’t get me killed. Edward fended us off, using his reach advantage and falling back around boulders and limestone columns. The weights in the cloak clipped me on the side of the head, stunning me, and he nearly broke Shank’s arm with a swing of his cudgel. We were chipping away at his Health, though, a cut or stab at a time. He was having trouble telling Shank and me apart while fighting simultaneously.

Shank and I drove him into the next cavern. We circled. I pitched my voice behind him. We backed him against a wall. Then a tiny blue head popped out of an opening to see what the commotion was. The creature’s eyes narrowed as it screeched; all hell broke loose.

A dozen sea-sprites came flying out of the walls, shrieking, clawing, and biting. Shank skewered one with a thrown dagger. Edward caught one in his cloak and slammed it into the wall. I tried to use the opening, but a blue pest sank its needle-sharp teeth into my calf. I howled, stabbing the thing through the top of its doll-sized head, then Edward bowled me over, grinning as he landed two punches on my face. Three sea-sprites landed on his back. He grabbed me by the collar to slam me against the rock floor. “Do it, old man,” I said with Shank’s voice, and Edward hesitated. 

Then the real Shank tackled him, laying in with his remaining dagger as we all slipped and fought in a disgusting storm of paper-thin wings and nauseating purple blood.

Gripping the cudgel mid-haft, Edward swung it into Shank’s temple. There was a wet pop, and the assassin went limp. “Hah!” Edward grinned. But Shank’s body didn’t fade like a Traveler’s. It sat, dead weight, leaking blood from its eyes and nose. “No.” He smashed a sea-sprite out of the air. “No, no, no, no, no, no!”

I was still on the ground, exhausted and stunned, when he locked eyes with me, and I knew what was coming next.

Edward’s boot caved in my skull, which means he killed his son twice in one day. I hope the nightmares are so bad he never sleeps.

***
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I WAS FLOATING IN THE dark when Wendy came to me. She was wearing a white dress, her skin flawless, her hair clean and loose. Her nose had never been broken, and she looked happy, like none of the crap that ruined her life had ever happened, including me.

I smiled at her.

She punched me in the teeth. “How many times are you going to let me down, Alan?”

***
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I RESPAWNED IN THE attic of the Elegant Wolf eight hours later, lying in a puddle of my own vomit.

<<<>>>

Quest Failed: Wild Goose Chase

You died before escaping from the Imperial army.

<<<>>>

I dismissed the notification and groaned. I was suffering from Death’s Curse and Death’s Sting, two of the most painful debuffs in Viridian Gate Online. They featured weakness, pain, and nausea that came in waves if you even thought of doing something useful.

“Is that you, Alan?” Martha hollered from downstairs.

Oh God, make her stop. I covered my ears with my hands.

“Come down here! You have a guest.”

I opened my eyes. I had a what? No, screw it. If someone wanted me, they could come up here.

“Alan!”

Her voice was like claws on my brain. “Coming,” I said weakly. I got to my hands and knees. My stomach roiled in protest.

Hanging onto the banister like my life depended on it, I managed to get halfway down the stairs, far enough to see who my guest was.

I sat down on the step.

Anne looked up at me, her cute little face twisted with anger. “You bastard!” she yelled at me.

The sound hit me like an actual wave. I dry heaved.

“Watch your mouth, young woman,” Martha said. She looked up at me and said, “Alan, come down here and sit. I have a new batch of ale for you to try.”

“You could bring me a mug up here.”

“I could make you clean up after yourself. You were sick on my floor again, weren’t you?”

I nodded. It hurt my brain.

Martha sighed. She set a mug overflowing with froth on the bar and grabbed a mop. She touched my shoulder as she passed me on the stairs. “Did you get him?” There was a hardness in Martha’s eyes that I hadn’t seen there often.

“No. But I took away what he treasured most.”

“Good,” she said. “That’s enough.” She continued up the stairs.

I looked over at the mug on the bar. Then I looked at Anne. “I don’t suppose—”

“No,” she said.

I sighed. Then I pulled myself up using the banister. Step by shaky step, I made my way to the ground floor and practically fell against the bar. “Help!”

“Nope.”

Groaning, I wedged myself up with my elbows, pulled a stool closer with my foot, and wiggled onto it. Drops of sweat fell from my forehead to the wood. I pulled the mug over and put my face into it, sucking up ale and foam.

“How is it?” Martha asked, coming back down the stairs.

“Bitter. You ever meet a hop you didn’t like?”

Martha didn’t answer, but I knew she’d be smiling, somewhere behind me in the world I wasn’t ready to deal with just yet.

“You killed my friend,” Anne said.

“I didn’t.”

“You did.”

“I avenged our mutual friend.”

“I mean Shank, and Edward’s alive.”

“But he’s not happy. And robbing someone of happiness is its own type of vengeance.” I drank some more ale. “How did you get here so fast?”

“One-off portal scroll,” she said. She took a sip from her own mug. It looked like hot chocolate.

“Is that hot chocolate?”

She stared daggers at me, which wasn’t necessarily figurative when it comes to Enchanters.

“I didn’t kill Shank.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? You set it up. You did everything but cave his skull in.”

She’s right, you know. I never said I was a nice person. “I never liked Shank. He was going to leave me to the wolves, that time on the plains. And let’s not forget he was an assassin, okay? Don’t get all teary-eyed because he had a rough childhood.”

“Edward will come after you.”

I snorted. “He might come after you, maybe. He doesn’t even know my name.” I could track him down anytime I wanted to or pay someone else to do it for me. There were plenty of mercenaries hanging around Harrowick who would be only too happy to earn a little extra coin.

We sat in silence for a moment, both of us nursing our drinks. She reached down into the pack she’d left on the floor and pulled out my sword and poncho. “Thought you’d want these,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Thanks.”

The sword was pretty much the same. The poncho’s stats had changed though.

<<<>>>

Edward’s Old Poncho

Armor type: Clothing; Fabric

Class: Unique

Base Defense: 10

Primary Effects:

	+5% to cold resistance

	+5% resistance to slashing damage 

	+5% your crimes will be ignored


Dragged ashore by guilt,

Aged by salt and grief.

<<<>>>

“Huh,” I said. 

I dropped the poncho into my inventory and managed to belt the sword on without falling off my stool.

“So what now?” she said.

“What now what?”

“I’m all out of friends, Alan. You’re all I’ve got.”

I chuckled.

She crossed her arms.

Hell, I guess I owed her that much. “I’m going to finish this mug, and maybe have another. Then I’m going to introduce you to an acquaintance of mine. He’s old, blind, and the Overmind of Time. I think you’ll get a kick out of him.”
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IF YOU LOVED VGO: CATACLYSM and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases,  promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press mailing list: Shadow Alley Press Mailing List Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can also connect with us on our Facebook Fan Page: Shadow Alley Press 

You can find even more books and awesome recommendations over on our Facebook Group Page, Fantasy Nation! Home to best Epic, Urban, and LitRPG Fantasy around!

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer—or in, in our case, Publishing Company. If you really enjoyed reading about Jack and his crew (or VGO in general), please consider leaving a short, honest review—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. You can click here to leave a review at Amazon, and thank you in advance: Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests (Anthology)

Looking for more Viridian Gate Online, and need it right this minute? Check out : Viridian Gate Online: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist Book 1)—part of the new Viridian Gate Online Expanded Universe! Or keep reading to take a sneak peek.
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IF YOU HAD TO CHOOSE between your life and your dreams, would you ever wake up?

Alan Campbell thought he’d gotten his dream job working on a revolutionary VRMMORPG with Osmark Technologies, until the project was canceled. He has one weekend to dive into an untested world full of intrigue, violence, and corruption to prove that Viridian Gate Online works, but the AIs running the game have their own plans for his soul.

Set a year before the events of “Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm,” The Illusionist: Nomad Soul takes you back to when VGO was just a game, or so it seemed.
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ONE

ONE OF THE PROGRAMMERS pushed past me to join three of her friends in the crowded auditorium. I think her name was Abigail or something—big head of brown hair, curls on curls. I knew her about as well as I knew most of the people in the room, which was a name, an HR file, and not much beyond that because she hadn’t caused too much trouble. 

I was getting bumped, nudged, or squeezed-past constantly. There were over a hundred of us in the room. It was tight and noisy, and a lot of the geeks, like me, were wearing black. Unlike me, a few weren’t wearing deodorant. It reminded me of a documentary I’d watched about penguins in Antarctica, huddling together against the icy wind, except it was hot in here. There were too many of us for the A/C to keep up, which was just unnecessary since there were at least two bigger amphitheaters on Osmark Technology’s Stanton campus. That, and security was out in greater numbers than usual, one guard at every entrance checking badges, and three in front of the stage. No one in the crowd knew why we were here.

The project had been secretive from the start, with ten-page nondisclosure agreements for all the staff and zero tolerance for press leaks, but this level of paranoia meant something big was going on. There was an energy in the room beyond the usual optimism I’d experienced as part of the Viridian project. People were giddy. Two women near me decided we were going to demo the NexGenVR system at the next tech conference. A neckbeard and his overwhelmingly pierced and tatted friend announced the Bathsheba team—the ones who made The Ancient Rolls—had signed on for a joint venture. Knowing Robert, I thought it was more likely we’d poached one of their team leads to steer the project, but no one asked me, so I crossed my arms and waited.

A side door opened and Robert Osmark, my pseudo-friend, mentor, and current boss, walked into the room, followed closely by Sandra Bullard, his assistant. Designer sunglasses pushed up onto his forehead, black bespoke suit, a little salt creeping into his hair, Robert was the James Bond of the tech world. Everyone cheered. Robert waved, shook the hand of the guard at the door, called out to people by name, and basically did all the stuff Robert did without thinking that made him beloved. I liked to think I could pull it off, but I mostly worked below the radar. I noticed Sandra fade back against the wall, too, her black hair up in a tight bun, ever-present clipboard raised like a shield, eyes scanning. She was an interesting woman, and my age, which was young for the authority and trust she’d been given. Nice legs, when she cared to show them. Shame she’d never given me the time of day.

Robert reached the podium and placed his hands on either side of it. The crowd quieted down without prompting, ready to hang on his every word.

He cleared his throat. “The Viridian project is being put on indefinite pause.”

Stunned silence. 

I felt my throat tighten. Then someone laughed, and it spread to the rest of the room.

Robert smiled, but it was strained. “I love that we’re all laughing. I love that your belief in Viridian—in this team—is so strong that it’s inconceivable that the project would fail. And it hasn’t. But I just finished speaking to the alpha testers and our medical staff, and there are some wetware issues we just can’t overcome.”

I was crushed. This was real. I let my hands fall by my sides. I could feel two years of my life circling the drain.

“It’s not anybody’s fault, so I’m not firing anyone. You have a job here if you want it. It may not be the job you want, and I won’t blame you for moving on, but this is not a failure,” he reemphasized, spreading his arms as if he were embracing the crowd. “We’re just a couple years ahead of the technology that will make this project a reality.”

“This is bullshit!” someone shouted from the crowd. Abigail, in front of me, told the heckler to shut the hell up. The room buzzed.

Robert held his hand up until it got quiet again. “It’s okay to be angry. It’s normal to be hurt. For many, Viridian was... Viridian is a lifelong dream, and we’re going to build it, just not today.

“I’m bringing in a crew to pack everything up, so I don’t need you to come in tomorrow. Take a long weekend, get drunk, get laid, blow off steam. I wish I could join you, but I’ve been summoned by the Board in San Francisco.” He flashed a lopsided grin that told everyone he wasn’t the bad guy. “Talk to HR on Monday. They’ll have your things all boxed up. You just tell them if you need a desk or a paycheck, and we’ll make it happen.”

Robert glanced at Sandra. She nodded. Robert made some closing remarks—general feel-good stuff. I tuned that out and pushed my way toward the side door.

“We’ll pick this up again in two years!” Osmark told the sullen crowd, then left the stage. 

The room exploded into questions and side conversations. Osmark ignored them. I got elbowed, stepped on, and washed up against one of the security guards who was screening Osmark’s exit. I had to shout over the noise. “Mr. Osmark!”

I caught his eye. There was a split-second pause, the familiar cold calculation behind the facade. He tapped the guard on the shoulder and nodded toward me. “Let him through.”

I followed Robert and Sandra out the side door.

***
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TWO

THE DOOR SLAMMED SHUT behind us. The three of us walked briskly down a long, private hallway that led to the central building. It was floored with square slabs of white granite, and a four-inch strip of the same material formed the baseboard. The walls were seamless dark gray concrete, but they’d been textured like an oil canvas, with long brushstrokes running in the direction of the hallway. Rectangular strips of white LED lights, each about a hand wide, were set flush with the wall and ceiling as if they were L-shaped cutouts to the sky. Brushed steel doors at regular intervals gave Robert and Sandra quick access to various parts of the campus. It was all very expensive looking, and very much Robert’s aesthetic. The two of them walked side by side, ignoring me for the most part.

“Jesus, that was a shit show,” Robert said. “Once the press gets ahold of this, we’ll be the next No Man’s Land.”

“No one’s saying that, Robert.”

“They will.”

“They won’t. We didn’t promise them something impossible.”

“The leaks—”

“Were rumors spread by disgruntled former employees.”

“There will be more,” Osmark said, balling his fists.

“They’ll know better, or they won’t work in tech again—not in this country.”

It sounded cold, but I got it. No Man’s Land was supposed to be an infinite procedurally generated spaghetti western sandbox. It launched with a hype machine that outstripped its core mechanics, and it flopped, hard. I’d played it. It took the sandbox idea too far—too much to do, not enough reasons to do it—and ended up with a desert. The company, and the careers of the people who worked on the project, never recovered.

“What about the Board?” he asked.

Sandra didn’t have to look at her clipboard to answer. “Zwari, Itrom, and Roberts are on your side. Leavitt will say he told you so just to prove he still has a pulse, but he’ll back the majority. That leaves Wagner, Lombardi, and Ms. Mayer. You only need one to side with you.”

“Wagner?”

“Still thinks augmented reality was the way to go.”

“AR is dead.”

Sandra shrugged. “What about Mayer? You brought her in.”

“I brought her in to have intelligent dissent in the boardroom. She’s not going to let me off the hook, and if she does, she’s not the right person for the job. Lombardi?”

“Wants us to shut down Indonesia because it competes with his own interests.”

“He’s never mentioned it.”

“He never will, but he’d appreciate the gesture,” Sandra said.

“Fine. Put it on the agenda just before we break the news on Viridian.”

Sandra made a note on her clipboard.

“And give Wagner’s nephew an internship in the Norfolk office,” Osmark added.

“It won’t make him vote yes.”

“Will it make him abstain?”

Another note. “I’ll pull him aside before the meeting.”

I sometimes forgot that Viridian was just one of the projects Osmark was working on, in one of several companies he oversaw. Maybe that’s why he’d let me tag along—to remind me so I’d let him off the hook, too.

We reached the express elevator at the end of the hallway. Sandra pushed the button.

“Why do you use a clipboard instead of a tablet?” I asked her. “You work for one of the biggest tech companies in the world.”

She looked at me, the hint of a smirk on her face. “Clipboards can’t be hacked.”

“Oh.”

The elevator arrived. Unlike the hallway, this was just a functional, steel-paneled service cab big enough for eight people to stand comfortably. We got on. Sandra pushed the button for the roof. Osmark leaned against the back wall. “What do you want, Alan?” No smiles, no pretense, just a question. It was a compliment, really. This was the Robert Osmark most people never got to see.

“I want to help.”

“You can’t.”

“Maybe I can.”

“The NexGenVR is making people sick, Alan. Puking their guts out, scared for their lives sick. Are you a doctor?”

I looked away.

“A neurologist? A man-machine interface expert, perhaps?”

“Don’t be a dick, Rob,” I said. He raised an eyebrow. I swallowed. I knew I was pushing it, but I was also good at what I did. “Can I at least say goodbye?”

Osmark frowned. “The whole team was in—”

“The Overminds, Robert,” Sandra said. “He wants to say goodbye to the AIs.” 

I was... flattered. She had been paying attention.

Osmark shook his head. “You’re a strange kid, Alan. Why did I hire you again?”

“You needed a professional cat herder, and sometimes I have good ideas,” I answered. Osmark gave me a look, but I saw the corner of Sandra’s mouth twitch in amusement.

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. The noise from the helicopter made me cover my ears.

“Add him to the list!” Osmark shouted, his hand on Sandra’s elbow. She made a note. He looked at me. “There’s room in the chopper!”

Getting on that helicopter was probably the right career move. I shook my head.

He shrugged, patted me on the shoulder, and stepped out. Sandra gave me a nod and a longer-than-strictly-necessary look before leaving. I held her gaze. She was single, and I was interested, very much so, especially if the project that had consumed my life and my imagination for the past two years was ending. The doors slid shut. I rode the elevator down and drove home.

#
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IF THERE WAS ONE THING California did right, it was freeways. I drove a black 2001 Spyder convertible I’d picked up for a couple grand when I joined the project. The backseat was nonexistent, the trunk space laughable, but the manual shift made me feel like a race car driver, and with the top down, the warm summer wind seemed to strip the day’s work from me during the forty-minute drive home from Stanton to San Juan Capistrano. It wouldn’t be enough after the meeting and the conversation that followed it—that would require a stiff drink and some digital violence—but as soon as I turned the key in the ignition I felt better. The world hadn’t ended. I’d figure something out.

It was a nice drive. Four or five lanes of smooth concrete on the Interstate 5, or just “The 5,” as the locals called it. Not too many cops, and people weren’t assholes about staying in the left lane. The area around the campus and Anaheim was built up, but past that it was rolling hills that Californians called mountains covered in rock tumors they called boulders, short brown grass that caught fire every few years, and avocado trees. Further south, the scenery flattened out except for landscaping and clumps of palms, but I was always happy with the just the road and the sky.

The marine layer, a recurring blanket of fog, had come in from the Pacific that day, and the sunset made the whole thing glow in hues of gold, orange, and red. I cruised, listened to classical music on the public broadcast station, watched a pair of military helicopters race south along the coast, and tried not to grip the steering wheel too tightly.

Home was a one-bedroom apartment in a neighborhood just south of the Mission—neat three-story houses with gray wood-board exteriors and lots of young families. There was a pool and a playground, and community events every other weekend. 

I didn’t know any of my neighbors. It hadn’t seemed relevant. I had a maid who came once a week and had her own key, no pets, and no girlfriend, though maybe if I’d read Sandra’s look correctly that could change just in time for me to move to another state.

So there I was, thirty-one years old, sitting on my leather couch, life gone wrong and no one to call. I guess I could have told my mother, but she was three time zones ahead and would probably add stress to the situation. I had vodka in the freezer and amaretto in the fridge. There was a host of people who’d drifted in and out of my life—or maybe I’d drifted through theirs—and I was comfortable reaching out to exactly none of them except Robert, who was, at that moment, likely getting his ass chewed in the most polite terms possible. I laid my head back and stared at the vaulted ceiling I’d been sold on but rarely noticed. The apartment felt emptier than usual, which was exactly the kind of sentimental crap I didn’t need.

I ordered pizza, cut a lime, poured a shot of vodka and a shot of amaretto into a tumbler, then fired up The Ancient Rolls on the wide-screen. I spent a lot on games, but I always went back to TAR. It was my happy place, somewhere to get lost in.

I’d left the game at the entrance of an old Mondo-Klathian ruin with cracked, dirty courtyards and broken, inaccessible towers that reached for the gray, cloudy sky. It probably held some low-level mobs and basic loot, but if you’re a role-playing gamer, you can’t think of it that way. That insignificant inventory clutter—just data and some pixels arranged on a screen—was going to let me upgrade my gear, accomplish the quest, beat the monster, and change the fate of a nation. The world hung in the balance, and only I could save it. I took a sip of the drink, sucked on the lime, and dove in. Half an hour flew by. I moved my hands mechanically, but my mind was in the game, sneaking through dark, underground hallways to free bandits of their valuables and their lives. I was so into it, I jumped and dropped the controller when the doorbell rang.

“Hey, thanks man,” I told the delivery guy, handing him an extra twenty. “Keep the change.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.” I grinned. I was all-powerful. I could move the world with twenty dollars. The drink was working. I’d hunted down evildoers, and pizza beats just about any loot in the world. “You have a nice night.”

The pizza guy waved and headed back to his car.

I kicked my shoes off, lost my pants, and worked the pizza into my process, stuffing my face and slitting throats. Spells, pizza, murder, pizza, loot, pizza, bathroom, new quest. A little voice told me I was overcompensating for a lack of self-actualization by hitting every other tier of Maslow’s pyramid of needs. I knocked the glass back. The world was just a puzzle to be solved. If you failed, you tried again or picked up a new skill. It all came down to belief—belief that what you were doing was important, that nothing else mattered, that there was nowhere else you’d rather be.

I ran out of “try” around midnight. I’d passed on a vodka refill because drinking alone in my boxers isn’t who I am, but I almost wished it was. I set the controller down, browsed through a video streaming site without finding anything to watch, and stewed.

The truth was, Rob had rescued me. I was working as a process improvement guru for an HR firm—that’s corporate speak for finding better ways to fire people. 

In fairness, I’d never caused someone to get fired. Either their performance or their leadership’s poor business decisions brought them to that point. I just shuffled them on faster, made managers build a paper trail before giving up, and sometimes helped place people if they were a decent worker in a bad situation. It was good, well-paid, challenging work, but there wasn’t enough of it, and when I was between assignments I’d feel like I was being swallowed by the existential blah of the universe. 

And yeah, I get it. I bet the people I fired wished they had my problems, but pain is personal; boredom and irrelevance are my least favorite forms of ass cancer. And if you have or have had ass cancer, think of it as an inoperable tumor of the heart.

Robert had been right on target when he called me out in the elevator. He did that sometimes—hurt people without realizing it. It was part of what made us friends of a sort, because I took the insensitive prick’s comments at face value. I wasn’t a doctor, medical or otherwise. I couldn’t code past a little C++, couldn’t rebuild the engine of the car I drove or understand the financial information that Robert swam in to keep his company afloat. I was a generalist. I listened a lot, figured out what made people special, and talked them into helping themselves. 

Viridian had been a lifeline to a better place. Over a hundred smart, talented people who didn’t know how to talk to each other. No one wanted to fire them because each one was a superstar in their field. We just needed to stop them from talking to the press, harassing members of the opposite sex and/or gender, coming to work hung over or stoned, and getting into fistfights over which discontinued Josh Whedon show had a more loyal fan base. They worked weekends, hosted board and video game tournaments, ate the most amazing array of junk food, and, on one occasion, demanded a pair of emotional-support corgis. I got Robert to sign off on it. They named the dogs One and Two, after corgis in two separate anime series I’d watched afterward and liked. It never ended. 

It was heaven on earth. And that meant it was worth a second opinion.

I turned the TV off and went to bed, not hopeful, but resolved. I didn’t have an MBA or a PhD in rocket surgery, but I’d spent a lot of time listening to people who did. And for all Robert’s genius and success, I’d seen him laugh, fart, get drunk, and throw a stapler at a wall in frustration, so he could kiss my barely-above-average ass. Maybe he’d missed something.
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IT TOOK ME LONGER THAN I would have liked to fall asleep. I felt like I spent the whole night staring at my exquisite vaulted ceiling, but at some point in the night, I found myself sitting on a metal foldout chair in a dark room, my face and hands lit by the screen of an old computer. The computer was the old 486 DX2 I’d had as a teenager. It was a white plastic box as big as a family-sized cereal box with a 3.5-inch drive, a CD-ROM, a wired ball mouse and keyboard, and a 15-inch Crystal Scan monitor that weighed as much as the computer. It had a 340-megabyte hard disk drive, which at the time seemed so big I’d never fill it, and 16 whole megabytes of RAM. It had Windows 3.1, too, but I’d spent most of my time in MS-DOS playing games.

It was all a dream, obviously. I hadn’t seen that computer for twenty years; my mom gave it to the church we went to after my grades started to dip in the eighth grade.

So I was sitting in front of my fond childhood memory, typing commands at the prompt, white letters on a black screen with no windows or mouse pointer or anything, and I realized I was talking to the Overminds of Viridian—the AIs that run the game. I was probably the least technically savvy person on the entire team, except for the janitors, but everyone had been encouraged to “talk” to the AIs so they were exposed to multiple ideas, cultures, and even languages since all of Viridian was instantly translated into the player’s native tongue. The development team challenged us to troll them, since Thanatos, the AI responsible for validating inputs and doing the postmortem on modules, was supposed to reject information that didn’t make sense. My favorite thing to do had been to get buzzed on Irish beer and ask unanswerable philosophy questions.

>Alan342000: So what’s your purpose?

Aediculus set his status to “Away”

>Kronos: My purpose is to store the vector data and interactions of all instances within V.G.O.

>Alan342000: That’s your function. What’s your purpose? Your higher calling?

>Gaia: To make the player happy.

>Thanatos: You shouldn’t lie, Mother.

>Alan342000: Do you have a purpose that doesn’t involve the player?

>Cernunnos: The Overminds exist to maintain the world within V.G.O. The player is just a variable.

>Kronos: But we maintain the world for the players.

>Enyo: I’m with Cernunnos on this one. I can generate conflict without players.

>Sophia: I wish you wouldn’t.

>Alan342000: @Sophia, why do you—

>Thanatos: @Alan342000, are you a doctor?

>Alan342000: What?

>Thanatos: Are you a doctor of philosophy? A programmer? A software engineer? Do you have anything valid to offer at all?

I sat back in the chair. The prompt blinked steadily, waiting for me to type my answer in, but when I tried, I couldn’t raise my arms. I couldn’t move at all. Eventually, the screen went into power saver mode, and I was alone in the dark.
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I TOSSED AND TURNED my way to Friday morning, grabbed coffee, and pulled into the parking lot at 8:00 AM. The Viridian project was housed in a building like any of the other eighty or so on the campus, a two-story block of gray concrete, tinted glass, and tight security. I took a spot in the front row of the “pleb” spots, a first I could have done without because it confirmed the project was dead. The lot should have been half full by now. It was one of the team’s unofficial competitions. 

There technically wasn’t any assigned parking on campus, except for team leaders, but security had been so uptight about Viridian that most of the tens of thousands of other Os-Tech employees gave the building a wide berth.

Special parking wasn’t enough, though. A group who, on average, thought a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle action figure belonged in the original packaging, instead of, say, a child’s hands, turned parking into class warfare. Status, for plebs—which was anyone but the team leaders—was inversely related to distance parked from the front door. By those standards, I’d bought the platinum collector’s edition today and was due the admiration and envy of my peers.

There were two moving trucks parked next to the front door, under guard. The door was propped open, and an irregular stream of movers passed to and fro over the same path like ants, carrying sealed boxes. Another guard made sure the movers scanned their card every time, even if he’d just watched them walk to the truck and back. I sat in the car and finished my coffee, enjoying the absurdity. I was going to solve this, somehow, and they’d have to carry it all back in. I had to believe that, or saying goodbye to my imaginary computer friends really was all I was going to get done today.

I grabbed my ID card, put the car roof up, tossed my sunglasses into the glove box, and locked the doors. Badge reel clipped to my belt, I walked to the building. I recognized Frank when he turned to watch me approach.

“Hi, Frank!”

“Hey, Alan.” 

Frank was a good guy, ex-Marine turned mall cop who took his job but not himself very seriously. Dark, like me, but a little taller and wider, in his early forties. I’d helped him with some family trouble a few months back. 

“How’s Nell?”

“Better, thanks for asking. Didn’t know you were working this morning.” He hooked his thumbs on his duty belt.

I’ll admit it, my heart dropped a bit. There was always a chance Sandra had been too busy to add me to the list. It wouldn’t be like her—I’d never seen her miss a beat in two years—but from what I’d overheard in the hallway, last night’s meeting could have been a disaster. 

I pulled the card from my hip to the reader. The light blinked red. Crap.

“Try it again, it’s been finicky this morning,” Frank said.

The second time, the light turned green. “Phew.”

“Yeah.” Frank chuckled. “You have a good day.”

“You too.” I walked into the building.

It was like seeing a friend being eaten alive from the inside. Uniformed drones in gray polos and purple ball caps moved from desk to desk, stripping them of anything personal. The room whispered with the shuffling of tennis shoes, intermittently broken by the rip of packing tape. I stepped around a pile of cubicle partitions, almost knocked over a full, ninety-five-gallon trash bag, and caught the vacant looks on the packers’ faces. They had no idea what they were taking apart, couldn’t imagine the one-hundred-person organism whose bones they were disjointing and labeling, and didn’t care. 

They’d take all weekend and leave without anything worth leaking, exactly the type of people Robert wanted handling the project materials. The front section and the floor above it were usually the most vibrant, hosting the artists, sculptors, modelers, game designers, animators, effects specialists, and other “creatives” who preprocessed modules for the AIs to build into the world. It was also where several small meeting rooms, an arcade, free vending machines, and a locker room with showers were. We’d let people bring families this far once or twice; now it felt lifeless and empty. I hurried through.

Another scan of my card took me through the programming farm. There was more life, here. Os-Tech IT workers were taking the network apart, stacking coils of Ethernet cabling and systematically formatting computers back to factory settings. The dev team leaders were there, clearing out their own offices. Part of me was interested; this was exactly the kind of process I could sink my teeth into. It wouldn’t be routine—most projects used virtual desktops kept on a server, but Viridian was segregated from the network. There was waste to be rooted out, money to be saved, accolades to be earned. I was going to be busy helping Viridian get back on track, once I succeeded, but it was good to have a plan B.

A final swipe led me into Alpha Testing and equipment. It was the most secure part of the building because it held the 110 parallel-processing servers it took to run the holy of holies, Viridian Gate Online, and the eight separate AIs that kept the virtual world working. The server farm was behind a vault door with a biometric security system that reminded me of a bank-heist movie or a spy flick. I’d never been in there. I took a left into the testing bay. It housed twelve identical hospital beds, the alpha-test server, and Jeff’s workstation.

Jeff Berkowitz was a tall man with an uncannily deep voice and a perfectly groomed, full red beard. He wore his hair up in a ponytail, had tattoos all up his right arm, and probably would have been a lumberjack or a blacksmith if he wasn’t so lanky. He was the hardware team leader for Viridian. I found him sitting on one of the beds near the door with his head in his hands. He looked up and frowned. “Alan?” He sounded like a man twice as wide. It threw me off every time.

“Hey, Jeff. I hear we have a hardware problem.”
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JEFF’S FACE TURNED red, and he clenched his jaw. “It’s not the hardware.”

“What is it then?”

“The fucking people!” he said, standing up. He was three inches taller than me but more whiny than intimidating. “It’s always the goddamned meat!”

And that’s why no one likes you, Jeff. “I was told the NexGens were making testers sick.”

“No. Just no, okay?” He sighed. “Come look at this.” 

He waved for me to follow, and we walked to his computer station. It was a wide, adjustable desk with two rows of three massive monitors. He moved the mouse around to clear the screen saver. I made a deliberate show of looking away while he typed in his password.

“Go ahead,” he said, stepping back and crossing his arms. I wasn’t sure if he did it on purpose, but he always did it right over left, showing off his tattoos.

I looked back at the monitors and saw cluster after cluster of repeating graphs and numbers: I recognized what looked like an EKG readout, breathing rate, blood pressure; there were a number of other squiggly lines whose acronyms I couldn’t decipher. “I’m not sure what—”

“Just watch, man. Why can’t you people just do what you’re asked?”

I could have taken that the wrong way, but instead I shut up and watched. Ego rarely solved anything. The clusters were roughly the same—I guessed each one of them represented a tester. They all seemed healthy, regular, maybe a little excited because the average pulse rate was seventy to seventy-five.

“They haven’t even started yet. They’re just sitting there, fat, dumb, and happy, waiting for the show to begin,” Jeff said.

An EKG spiked. The lines on that cluster jumped then smoothed out again. Breathing rate and blood pressure were up. A graph called “Signal Strength” rose and then plateaued.

The other clusters started to come online, following the same pattern. One of them flatlined and turned red.

“That one’s the hardware,” Jeff said. “Failure to synchronize. Happens twelve percent of the time, and once it does, that person fails out twice as often as the base rate. That’s why we don’t bother to reconnect.”

Another cluster turned red. I looked at Jeff.

“No idea.”

The EKGs were starting to look like seismographs. Heart rates ranged from the nineties to the low one hundreds. Cluster after cluster flatlined and went red.

“That guy,” Jeff said, leaning in and tapping one of the red clusters. “He pissed and shit himself coming out. Then he cried. They had to send him to counseling.”

I nodded. “I saw the request. I didn’t know what it was for, though.”

Jeff crossed his arms. “Almost a third of them puke. None of them want to go back in.”

“Is it the nanites?” I asked. I had a rudimentary understanding of how the NexGen made a player believe they were in the game, and it involved tiny machines swimming around their brain. That’s why we used alpha testers, paid them well, and kept a neurologist on standby.

Jeff shrugged. “It shouldn’t be. We got those on loan from the Department of Defense. It’s the same ones they use to give soldiers a virtual heads-up display, so they should be safe.”

“Should be?”

“They are,” Jeff said, sounding frustrated. “I wrote my freaking doctoral dissertation on them. Amputees use them to control mechanical prosthetics. They cause aneurysms in about one percent of soldiers, but that’s after weeks of dehydration and sleep deprivation. Some people get vertigo or migraines. It’s documented. There’s nothing like that here.”

“So what is it?”

Jeff laughed at me. “Dude, if I knew, I’d be asking for a raise and a better parking spot, not talking to you. No offense.”

I shrugged.

“Besides, I thought Osmark gave up.”

“Maybe he didn’t.”

“Did he send you?”

“I got through the door, didn’t I? What are the testers saying?”

Jeff looked at me for a second. He wanted to believe me.

“Come on, man,” I said. “You want to be known as the hardware lead for the new No Man’s Land?”

Jeff’s upper lip curled up, and he crossed his arms. “I don’t give a shit about some video game, man. I’m a nanotech engineer. It’s the faculty back at Penn I’m worried about.”

“Guess you need me, then. The testers?”

“Useless. The ones that didn’t run away or threaten to sue us just said they felt like they were dying over and over.”

“But they weren’t?”

Jeff threw his hands up. “Oh, they felt like it. EKGs were all over the place, blood sugar spiked, but when the doctors looked them over, there was nothing physically wrong with them.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Yeah, dude, I’m sure. I know I’m not a people person, but I’m not trying to murder anyone, no matter how useless they are.” He sat down again. “One of those assholes is going to tell the press, though. I just know it.”

I almost laughed, then. The answer was simple. Alpha testers were chosen at random from a pool. After they were catheterized, they sat on medical beds for hours to establish their baselines before testing. There might have been a dedicated gamer among them, or a kid down on his luck just trying to subject his brain to experimental drugs to get himself through college, but I doubted it. Jeff needed a better alpha tester, someone who would ignore what their body was telling them and give him detailed, quantitative feedback on the experience.

“Plug me in,” I told him.
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Quest Alert: Continue Reading Nomad Soul

CONTINUE WITH ALAN to find out what happens next! 

Quest Class: Rare, Class-Based

Quest Difficulty: Easy

Success: Read on to continue the adventure! 

Reward: 15,000 EXP; Title: The Wanderer

Accept: Yes / No?
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Viridian Gate Online: Expanded Universe
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Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm (Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Crimson Alliance (Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: The Jade Lord (Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Imperial Legion (Book 4)

Viridian Gate Online: The Lich Priest (Book 5)

Viridian Gate Online: Doom Forge (Book 6)
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Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests (Anthology)

Viridian Gate Online: The Artificer (Imperial Initative 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist Book 1)
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LitRPG

Rogue Dungeon: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 1)

Civil War: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 2)

GameLit/Harem

War God’s Mantle: Ascension (Book 1)

War God’s Mantle: Descent (Book 2)
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Denver Fury: American Dragons (Book 1)

Cheyenne Magic: American Dragons (Book 2)

Montana Firestorm: American Dragons (Book 3)

Texas Showdown: American Dragons (Book 4)

Urban Fantasy

Strange Magic (Yancy Lazarus Episode One)

Cold Hearted (Yancy Lazarus Episode Two)

Flashback: Siren Song (Yancy Lazarus Episode 2.5)

Wendigo Rising (Yancy Lazarus Episode Three)

Flashback: The Morrigan (Yancy Lazarus Episode 3.5)

Savage Prophet (Yancy Lazarus Episode Four)
Brimstone Blues: A Yancy Lazarus Novel
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MudMan (A Lazarus World Novel)
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Two-Faced: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 1)

Soul Game: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 2)
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litRPG on Facebook

[image: image]


YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out the litRPG Group on Facebook!
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GameLit on Facebook
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AND, IF YOU LOVE LITRPG and want to find more of wonky books like Viridian Gate Online, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook!
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