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NOT EVEN GODS ARE SAFE from the power of the fabled Doom-Forged weapon.

Grim Jack didn’t set out to be the leader of Eldgard’s united armies, but with dungeons falling one by one and hordes of Vogthar pouring into the material plane, it’s up to him to save both citizens and travelers from digital destruction. 

His doomsday weapon will take him straight into the heart of Morsheim, but once there, even the combined might of the Empire and the Crimson Alliance might not be enough. He’ll have to uncover secrets buried for millennia just to get within striking distance of a death god gone mad, and the choices he’ll make will change him and the world forever...

From James A. Hunter, the Bestselling Author of the Yancy Lazarus Series, Rogue Dungeon, and Bibliomancer (The Completionist Chronicles Expanded Universe) comes the seventh installment in the LitRPG epic, Viridian Gate Online! Jack's adventures in a cutthroat virtual reality fantasy world will grip fans of Ready Player One and The Stormlight Archive alike. With over 250,000 copies sold, this is one series you don't want to miss.
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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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VGO: Cataclysm (Main Series Book 1)

VGO: Crimson Alliance (Main Series Book 2)

VGO: The Jade Lord (Main Series Book 3)

VGO: The Imperial Legion (Main Series Book 4)

VGO: The Lich Priest (Main Series Book 5)

VGO: Doom Forge (Main Series Book 6)

VGO: Darkling Siege (Main Series Book 7)

<<<>>>

VGO: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist 1)

VGO: Dead Man’s Tide (The Illusionist 2)

VGO: Inquisitor’s Foil (The Illusionist 3)

<<<>>>

VGO: The Artificer (Imperial Initiative)

<<<>>>

VGO: Firebrand (Firebrand Series 1)

VGO: Embers of Rebellion (Firebrand Series 2)

VGO: Path of the Blood Phoenix (Firebrand Series 3)

<<<>>>

VGO: Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer 1)

VGO: Absolution (The Alchemic Weaponeer 2)

VGO: Insurrection (The Alchemic Weaponeer 3)
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The Dusty Mustache
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ICY SLUSH SQUISHED up around my boots as I threaded my way down one of the narrow, twisting cobblestone streets of Harrowick, searching for the next tavern on my long list of potential taverns. With frost-numb fingers, I pulled a crumpled strip of parchment from my pocket, carefully unfolding it as I scanned the names. The Excited Bee. The Wilted Leaf. The Dwarf’s Beard. On and on they went, scrawled out in loose flowing script, each name stranger than the last. All of them were crossed out, save one. The Dusty Mustache. Cutter had to be there, unless my informant with the Ministry of Whispers had completely missed the mark and he was in a different city entirely. 

Which would be a disaster. 

I pulled up my interface with a thought and checked the time: 4:25 PM. Crap. I was cutting it awfully close, and this was one quest I couldn’t afford to fail. Amara would never forgive me. Like literally. She would hold this against me forever, and Cutter probably wouldn’t survive the night. 

“Come on, Dusty Mustache,” I muttered under my breath, crossing my fingers, “don’t let me down.” 

The clop of a horse’s hooves and the creak of wooden wagon wheels filled the air. I moved over to the gutter of the road, making room for the lumbering cart with its shaggy chestnut mare and solemn-faced Imperial driver decked out in the typical Legionnaire battle armor. The driver wore a thick, fur-lined cloak, the hood pulled up around a weather-creased face to protect him against the cutting, humid chill and the light rain spitting down all over the city. He looked equal parts miserable and pissed—understandable, given how cold and wet out it was—and carried a curled whip in one hand. 

He scowled at me, daring me to get to close to the cart. 

Wagoners in Harrowick were an unforgiving group and prone to using their whips on passersby as often as on the mounts that pulled their supply carts. I reached up and ran a finger along my cheek; a red welt ran across my jaw from the last waggoneer I’d encountered two streets over. They were awfully quick with those whips, especially if you happened to be of the Murk Elf persuasion. No love lost for the Dokkalfar around these parts. I hunched my shoulders, the plain brown travel cloak obscuring my custom gear, and slid over another few steps, plunging my foot into a frozen puddle. The slush promptly soaked through my boot and into my woolen socks. 

Terrible, though still better than letting the grumpy sad sack on the cart take out my eye with that whip of his.

Once the cart had finally rolled past, I resumed my trek, rounding a tight dogleg, which opened up on a section of street flanked on both sides by claustrophobic three-story buildings of stone and wood. The rooves were made of wooden shingles that shed the rain onto the street in a constant pitter-patter of water. Ornate copper gas lamps—pitted and green from the constant moisture in the air—dotted the roadway, casting weak pools of yellow light across the cobblestones while simultaneously illuminating the wooden shop signs jutting out from above doors shut tight against the elements. 

Including the tavern I’d come searching for. 

The Dusty Mustache was three doors up on the right, its cloudy glass windows glowing with warm, welcoming firelight. 

I checked both ways, making sure I hadn’t accidentally missed another horse cart, then cut an angle across the street, stepping nimbly to avoid the numerous potholes littering the roadway—all of them brimming with more icy water. I paused at one of the windows, cupping my hands around my eyes as I peered in, searching for any sign that all my hard work was about to pay off. Unfortunately, between the poor quality of the glass and the steam coating the interior of the windows, I couldn’t make out many details beyond the shuffle of bodies crowding around tables and moving across the floor. 

It seemed busy enough, though, which was a good sign. 

Cutter’s first favorite pastime was drinking, but he rarely drank alone, and his second favorite pastime was gambling. Another social activity that required gullible suckers willing to part with large sums of money. 

With a disgruntled sigh, I left the window behind and quietly pushed my way through the heavy front door. A small brass bell tinkled, announcing my entrance, though the sound was lost in the lively clamor emanating from the rest of the common room. The floorboards were heavily stained and covered in a loose layer of dirty golden-brown straw meant to absorb the slush and mud from the wet roadways. I’d seen the same setup in just about every bar, tavern, and inn I’d visited over the past few hours. 

A brunette Imperial woman in an incredibly sheer gown swayed on a cramped stage, singing an upbeat drinking melody while a thickset Imperial man accompanied her on a worn fiddle. Rough-hewn tables filled most of the bar, and those tables were packed with bargoers and patrons looking to escape the cold, get a hot bite to eat, or gamble away whatever money had recently found its way into their pockets. There was a lot of the latter going on: men and women—though mostly men—packed in around tables where dice rattled, cards slapped, and coins clinked as they exchanged hands.

This was exactly the kind of place Cutter liked to frequent, though there was one tiny, miniscule red flag: almost every single person in here either wore the regulation attire of a Legionnaire or a white toga, trimmed in purple or gold, so common among Imperial citizens and high Viridian officials. 

The Dusty Mustache was an Imperial bar to the core, it seemed. And after a quick glance at the bargoers, I’d bet good money that over half of the soldiers there weren’t standard Legion, but rather belonged with the Inquisition. The silver Griffin crest, emblazoned on several tabards, told me as much.

“He’s cheating!” someone snarled, a hand slapping down on a tabletop with a thump. 

“Like bloody hell I am!” came a retort that carried over the rest of the sound. “Just because you’re absolute shite at Gentleman’s War doesn’t mean I’m cheating, you git.” 

Now that voice was familiar. 

I swiveled, scanning the crowd until I found the source of the commotion: a circular tabletop tucked away in the corner of the tavern, not far from the stage. Five men were piled in at the table, all of them holding glossy cards, while a crowd of onlookers pressed in around them, trying to watch the action. Of course, Cutter sat at the table, his back to the wall, a grin on his face and a flush creeping into his cheeks. 

He’d been drinking. And from the slur in his speech, I was guessing he’d been drinking a lot.

Instead of the dark leathers Cutter normally sported—perfect for sneaking through a dungeon or blending into the inky shadows of a back alley—he wore the attire of a gentleman: a smoker’s jacket with a waistcoat, padded breeches, a pair of soft leather boots with matching gloves, and a short gentleman’s cape that hung just over one shoulder and trailed partway down his back. To most he probably looked like some tipsy Viridian noble out for a night on the town, but the golden rapier riding his hip told a different story for anyone with a discerning enough eye. 

Like all the Inquisitors stealing sidelong glances at him. That blade marked him as a Gentleman of the Thieves Guild—one of only eight in all of Eldgard. 

“Besides,” Cutter continued, leaning forward, forearms resting against the edge of the table as he leered at a pudgy balding man in a toga, “it’s an insult to dishonest men everywhere for an Imperial tax collector of all people to call someone else a cheat.” He narrowed his eyes, mouth twisting into a scowl. “You lot are the real thieves, and you don’t even have the good grace or, dare I say, class to steal with finesse, charm, or skill. The whole lot of you are crooked as a broken nose and dirtier than a Wyrdtide brothel.” 

Oh no. There was no way this was going to turn out well. 

For one, Cutter was a Wode, not an Imperial, which was already a strike against him. Two, he was clearly drunk, and when Cutter was drunk there was almost nothing he liked doing more than insulting Imperials—tax collectors in particular. And three, well, he probably was cheating, and with that many Imperials and Inquisitors watching him make an ass out of himself, it was only a matter of time before someone noticed his sleight of hand. And once that happened, there would be blood. Copious amounts of it. Cutter was at a high enough level to escape with his neck mostly intact, but I couldn’t say the same for the rest of the folks in the bar. 

When Cutter wanted to, he could be extraordinarily deadly.

Time to put a stop to this before it went any further. Besides, we were burning time. I needed to get Cutter back to Yunnam, and I needed to do it an hour ago. 

I squared my shoulders, made sure my hood was still firmly in place, then shoved my way through the crowd, elbowing people out of the way until I made it to the edge of the table. My rough manner earned me more than a few nasty looks, but most of the people were so absorbed in the drama unfolding at the table that no one took it past scowls or rude grunts. I skirted around the onlookers, then slipped in next to Cutter, dropping a hand on his shoulder, fingers digging down.

“I think it’s time for you to go, drunk,” I growled, trying my best to sound like hired muscle bouncing some cretin before things turned to violence.

“Get your bloody hands off me,” Cutter snarled, turning his gaze on me as he reached for something tucked away beneath his jacket—probably one of his trademark black-edged daggers, if I had to guess. “Jack?” His hand faltered as he caught a glimpse of my face beneath my hood. “What in the bloody hell are you doing in an Imperial dump like this?” he asked, not bothering to lower his voice even a little. 

“I’m trying to save your neck, you moron,” I whispered, leaning in so only he could hear me. “Not sure if you noticed or not, but these guys are about to murder you, and that’s nothing compared to what Amara will do to you if we don’t get back to Yunnam.”

“Phft. I’m doing this for Amara,” he slurred, waving one hand dismissively through the air. “Me jumping ship is the best possible thing I could do, all things considered. As for these Imperial pigs”—he actually raised his voice as he insulted basically everyone in the room—“they don’t have the bollocks to test me. Why, I’ve been cheating all night, not even trying to hide it either, and they just keep letting me steal their bloody money.” He flashed a pair of cards with a twirl of his fingers, then disappeared them back up his sleeve without a trace.  

Unfortunately, everyone at the table saw the display, and—because he was just yelling at this point—everyone heard him as well. 

I was in no way surprised when the music fell silent, an unnatural quiet settling over the tavern like a blanket of snowfall, interrupted only by the squeak of chairs and the metallic schwick of weapons leaving sheaths. Great. Perfect. I glanced at the time. 4:32 PM. We had less than half an hour to get back to Yunnam, and I was halfway across the continent with a drunk thief, surrounded by an entire saloon full of pissed-off Imperial soldiers and cheated Inquisitors. This wasn’t exactly how I’d envisioned this going. Although, based on my long and complicated relationship with Cutter, I probably should’ve known it would end up this way.

“Look, everyone,” I said, lifting my hands, showing empty palms, “my buddy is just drunk—he constantly talks out of his ass when he’s like this. Just assume everything he’s said is a lie. Let me get him out of here and you guys can go back to your game, no harm, no foul. What do you say?” I offered them my most hopeful smile, silently praying they let us walk without incident.

“Absolutely not,” the bald tax collector sputtered, shooting to his feet, hands planted on his hips. “This man cheated me! I’ve known it from the start, and now he’s not only confessed but shown the method of his deception.” 

“It’s true, Jack,” Cutter said, nodding along in agreement. “I took him for every copper I could get. Payback for all the times him and his kind cheated my people, if you ask me.” 

“You are not helping,” I hissed at him, before turning back to the dumpy, indignant, toga-wearing tax collector. “Let me just settle whatever debt you feel is owed to you,” I said, trying to sound gracious instead of desperate. “How much have you lost?” 

“Fifty Imperial gold marks,” he said flatly. 

I nearly choked. Cutter had cheated fifty gold marks off this guy? That was the equivalent of five thousand large, IRL. No wonder this guy was so mad. 

“Fine,” I said, reaching for a pouch at my pocket. “Fifty gold marks it is. More than happy to make you whole.” 

“Make me whole?” the tax collector said, his voice oozing sarcasm. “This man has made a fool of me and impugned the reputation and integrity of the Empire itself. Fifty gold is hardly enough to make me whole. A hundred gold marks and a month in an Imperial holding cell ought to see justice done, though,” he said with a smug grin, snapping his fingers. “Inquisitors, please take this man into custody. And bring his darky friend in for good measure,” he added with a dismissive sniff. 

Darky? This guy was sure wearing out his welcome with a quickness. 

“Listen, you guys are making a big mistake,” I said evenly as a group of Inquisitors closed in around us. “Seriously. Turn around now or this is going to get ugly for everyone.”

They just kept coming. 

I sighed, hand creeping toward my belt. Looked like they were going to have to learn the hard way.
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Bar Brawl
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AN IMPERIAL GOON IN scale mail partially covered by a bloodstained tabard lunged at me, fist swinging for my teeth. I briefly considered going for my hammer and just knocking all of these guys back into the V.G.O. Dark Ages, but decided against it at the last minute. Chances were if I drew my weapon, I’d leave a tavern full of corpses in my wake—even if I wasn’t trying to—and these guys didn’t deserve that. They were obviously jerks, all bored and spoiling for a fight on a Friday afternoon, but none of them deserved a death sentence. 

Especially since Cutter had openly admitted to cheating them for the past several hours. 

If anything, we were the bad guys in this scenario.

So, leaving my weapon at my side, I pivoted, easily avoiding the Imperial’s wild swing, then lashed out with a foot, catching the big fella right in the stomach and propelling him back into a nearby group of Inquisitors.

“Now that’s the bloody spirit, Jack!” Cutter called out with a drunken hoot, picking up a mostly empty tankard and promptly smashing it over another Legionnaire’s head. “Bar fight!” he roared, dropping the now broken mug, then he picked up a shoddy wooden chair and broadsided yet another Imperial with it, laying the man out flat as wood cracked and shattered. 

More of the Imperials were charging us, and the big bruiser I’d kicked in the gut was back up and wading toward me with murder etched into the lines of his face. He wasn’t alone, either. A disheveled Imperial in a white toga launched a roundhouse kick at my ribs; I sidestepped the sloppy attack, shot inside his guard, and connected with a thunderous uppercut that lifted the swaying Citizen from his feet. He landed on the bar top with a crash, pitchers tipping over, mugs breaking, ale sloshing across the wood and onto the straw-covered floor. 

“Oi! That darky just punched out Senator Primulus!” someone bellowed at the top of their lungs, and in an instant the dispute morphed into full-on bedlam. 

Violence erupted across the bar as everyone and their brother tried to get at us. 

I glanced at Cutter, worried the thief might be in trouble, but I couldn’t have been further from the mark. He stood on a tabletop, jamming golden coins into his pockets and crowing like a madman while simultaneously fending off punches with the broken leg of a chair. “Get buggered, Imperial Swine! Collect tax on this!” He threw a bag of blinding powder directly into the face of the bartender, who was reaching for a spike-studded club hanging above the bar.   

Honestly, I hadn’t seen Cutter look this alive in forever. 

We had places to be—and Amara would gut me if we were late—but after weeks of planning meetings and War Council briefs, I needed to work out a little pent-up aggression. Plus, that tax collector had called me “darky,” which meant he deserved a few missing teeth on general principle. As long as it didn’t turn to weapons, a barroom brawl might be just what the doctor ordered. 

Grinning like a lunatic, I darted in and started working the big Inquisitor over, delivering a bevy of powerful body shots to his guts and ribs. 

The man staggered from the punches, but his heavy armor absorbed the bulk of the damage, meaning there wouldn’t be any real lasting harm. It was still deeply satisfying, though—like working a heavy bag at the gym. The Inquisitor roared and charged, trying to wrap me up in a powerful bear hug. He was strong but slow; I ducked his groping limbs and spun around, slipping my arms around his ample waist, then heaving straight up and back. This guy was bigger than me, and though I wasn’t what anyone would call a tank, my Strength stat was still through the roof compared to most of the residents in V.G.O.

I fell backward, dragging the big man over as I suplexed him right into a nearby table. 

The table groaned and shattered from the impact, the wobbly wooden legs collapsing beneath the Imperial’s impressive weight. The old-school wrestling move left the guy alive, but down for the count. He was going to wake up tomorrow with the hangover from hell and a splitting headache that would leave him seeing stars for a week. I scrambled back to my feet, dropping down into a low crouch, preparing to grapple a lean, scrappy Imperial ranger decked out in dark, mud-splattered leathers. 

Cutter chose that exact moment to vault through the air, kicking some toga-wearing Citizen in the face, before grabbing ahold of the chandelier dangling from the ceiling and scampering up like an oversized monkey. Naturally, he still had the chair leg in one hand.

“Somebody pull that bloody fool down now!” the Imperial tax collector screamed, his face turning beet red as he waggled a finger at Cutter. “He’s a thief and a cheat, and he has my money!”

Right. That guy still had a few too many teeth by my estimation. Time to fix that. 

I surged toward him, but was intercepted by the pesky ranger, who was harrying me from my left, demanding a fight. The ranger was quick with his hands and managed to land a jab, splitting my lip right down the middle, though doing very little real damage to my HP. He circled right, hands up, head bobbing and weaving, steps confident and sure. In a no-holds-barred match—one involving weapons and magic—I would’ve swatted this guy down like a fly, but in unarmed combat it was clear he had some serious chops and was probably the better brawler. He punched, driving a fist into my face and pulping my nose with a crack. 

A splitting pain exploded through my face, radiating up into my skull. A hit like that might’ve put most guys down. Lucky for me, I could take an helluva beating. 

Blood streaming down my face, I feinted left, then shot in low and right, angling for a devastating body shot. Once again, the guy read me like a book and moved accordingly. A hook caught me square in the temple, momentarily ringing my bell. A solid strike, but one that also left him open to a counterattack. I rushed him with a war cry. He shuffled back and jabbed again, but I caught the strike, pinning his arm against my body. I wrapped my free hand up around the back of his neck and pulled him straight into a massive headbutt. My forehead met his nose with a satisfying crunch, blood splattering as he fell away, grasping at his gory face.

Eye for eye, nose for nose. 

“Take this, you darky scum!” came a high-pitched wail, a sword flashing through the air, the blow aimed at my neck. I wheeled right, narrowly dodging the attack from the tax man. He was no warrior—his technique was awful, and he held the sword like someone trying to wrangle a python—but a blade in the back was a blade in the back no matter who wielded it. And the fact that he’d just drawn a weapon on me meant this was no longer fun and games. Time to put an end to this and beat feet before the rest of these Imperial knuckleheads started drawing steel. The tax collector struck again, this time with a straight thrust leveled at my chest. 

I parried the sword with the hooked blades running along the edge of my gauntlet, disarming him with a twist of my wrist. 

“You wouldn’t dare,” the man stammered, backing up, hands balled into fists as I advanced on him. “You have no idea who I am!” he declared, puffing himself up like the useless peacock he was. “I’m a Quaestor of the Ever-Victorious Empire. Practically right hand to the emperor himself!” 

“Is that so?” I asked with a grin, lowering my hood so he could get a good look at my blood-streaked face. “Well, I’ll be sure to apologize to Osmark for punching out his ‘right hand’ the next time I see him.”

His mouth dropped into a shocked “O,” his eyes wide as I drove a fist into his smug mouth. This guy had all the bluster of a junkyard pit bull and all the fight of a newborn kitten. His legs turned to Jell-O, refusing to hold his weight for another second as he collapsed to the floor.

“Jack!” Cutter called from the chandelier. Somehow, he had managed to grab more beer mugs and was throwing them seemingly at random while mule-kicking anyone who got too close. “These blighters are getting as ugly as their wart-covered mothers!” he bellowed, raising another indignant cry from the bargoers, who were actively drawing weapons—ready to shed blood. “Time to do your magic, eh!” 

He cracked an egg-headed Legionnaire right over the skull with the table leg, then sprang from the chandelier, executing a perfect backflip despite being clearly intoxicated. Defying all logic and reason, he landed beside me, swaying slightly, the golden rapier at his hip springing to hand with impossible speed. 

“You pigeon-livered mutton shunters couldn’t catch me on your best bloody day!” he shouted, a lopsided grin breaking out across his face. “And certainly not on your worst. Jack,” he said, turning toward me as he slung an arm across my shoulders, “please show us out. We have better bloody things to be about, eh?” 

I rolled my eyes and triggered Shadow Stride, extending the arctic power flooding through my body into the thief. The world shuddered and came to a stop. Life, sound, and color leeched away, replaced by a landscape of monotonous whites and grays splashed by the occasional patch of swirling purple magic. The Dusty Mustache was on the edge of total panic, every hand in the joint going for a weapon. Assuming we wanted to prevent an international incident and not leave a trail of bodies behind, there was probably no better time to make our exit. 

“Well that was one helluva bachelor party, Jack,” Cutter cackled as we headed for the door, stepping through the frozen goons as though they were made of no more than mist and shadow. Which was true, at least in this place. 

“Glad you had fun,” I grumbled, pulling a bound scroll from my inventory as we made our way onto the narrow street, which was covered in muck and freezing mud. “You just better hope we’re not late, or that’s gonna be the last thing you ever do. Now get ready to move.” I stepped back into the Material Realm, pulling Cutter through with me, and popped the seal on the port scroll with my thumb. The paper turned to ash in my palm, blowing away as a shimmering opalescent portal appeared in the air—an instant doorway to the heart of an ancient cathedral. I grabbed Cutter by the shoulder, making sure he didn’t make a break for it again, and stepped through. 

I turned, watching as the doorway to the Dusty Mustache burst open and a flood of Imperials poured out onto the street, all shouting in bewilderment. An Inquisitor in heavy plate mail caught sight of us, pointing with the tip of his sword as he bellowed at the top of his lungs, but by the time anyone else was paying attention, the portal was smaller than the size of a basketball. Then, in a blink, it was gone, my view of Harrowick vanishing with it.

I glanced at the time, 4:50 PM. We had minutes to spare at most, and despite the fact that Cutter was dressed in his Gentleman’s best, we both still looked like we’d just waded through a barfight in the dankest, dirtiest bar in Eldgard. Not wrong.  

“Come here,” I said, drawing Cutter toward me. There wasn’t much I could do at this point, but I did my best. Straightening his cloak. Adjusting the lapels of his fancy coat. Pulling out a canteen of water and a rag to hastily dab off the spots of blood sprayed across his frilled white shirt. Damn. If anything, that made things worse. Yep, he was pretty much a lost cause at this point. But he was here. And mostly sober. I squinted, quickly eyeing him up and down. 

Soberish. 

That, at least, I could do something about. I pulled a pair of glass vials from my inventory, one filled with something sludgy and brown, the other topped off by a liquid so electric blue it glowed in the dark. I popped the cork on the first vial. The scent of rotten eggs and freshly turned earth punched me in the nose just like that no-good ranger had. I flinched back from the ghastly aroma and shoved the vial into Cutter’s open hand. “Drink that, quick,” I said, already going to work on the stopper of the blue vial.

“Cheers!” he said, slamming the mixture back without taking the time to smell it first. Probably a wise choice. He gagged and doubled over, dry heaving onto the cold stone tiles. “Gods below, Jack. That wasn’t mead! Are you trying to bloody kill me, eh?” 

“Nope,” I replied with a grin. “Trying to make sure Amara doesn’t kill you. That’s Vlad’s patented Hair of the Dog—instant hangover cure.”

“It tastes like the inside of a dirty boot.” 

“I think that’s part of the cure,” I said with a shrug, thrusting the electric blue potion at him. “This one’s to get rid of the taste.” 

He took the second vial a bit more suspiciously, taking a deep whiff this time around. Already the actions of a more sober individual in my opinion. His face puckered up in disgust. “Gods, this stuff smells even worse than the first one,” he said with a grimace before gulping down the brew like a shot.

“Yep, but your breath is going to be amazing,” I replied. 

Vlad’s new mouthwash did, in fact, taste even worse than his hangover cure, but boy did it leave a nice, minty after-flavor buff that lingered for hours. Amara would enjoy the smell even if Cutter wouldn’t. But the way I figured it, Cutter had already had his share of fun for the day—it was time Amara got hers. I checked the time. 4:53 PM. Damn we were cutting it close. Cutter was as presentable as I could make him, but I still had a face full of blood and armor that looked like someone had rolled it around in an icy camp latrine. That was an easy fix, though, thanks to V.G.O.’s quick change inventory. 

I pulled up my interface and quickly selected my own formal attire. 

First, I donned a puffy jacket, tight across the chest and flared out at the shoulders, made from the finest velvets. Next came a high-collared silk shirt that felt like a noose. Finally, too-tight pants that had approximately zero give in the thighs and groin and paper-thin black leather slippers that wouldn’t last more than a single minute in an actual combat situation. It was unbelievable to me that clothes this impractical existed inside V.G.O. I mean, I knew people wore these—I’d picked them up at a high-end tailor shop in New Viridia—but I couldn’t for the life of me begin to fathom why. I used a wet rag to wipe the blood from my face, though it was a half-assed job at best.

Face clean and new outfit in place, I toggled over to my slowly spinning avatar, watching myself in mute horror. 

I looked like an absolute moron. But I was dressed, I didn’t look like a deranged murderer hobo, and I had Cutter in tow. Surely no one could ask more than that, right?  

“Alright,” I said, grabbing Cutter by the arm and hustling him toward the formidable set of wooden doors barring our path to the heart of the ancient cathedral. “You ready to do this or what?”

He pulled his arm away before I could push my way in. “Seems to me, it’s still not too late to turn back, Jack. Just think about it. You and me, on the road again, just like in the good old days, eh? I have a brilliant lead on a dungeon we could raid. Excellent loot. And gold, Grim Jack. So much gold. Enough to set us straight for a year. Gods, enough to fill a bloody bathtub. Ten bathtubs, even. And not a Vogthar in sight, either. I’ll even be a gentleman and concede to a seventy-thirty split on the take. Obviously, I’ll take the seventy, but I feel thirty is a generous give—considering it is my lead.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Gee, a whole thirty percent, you say? You are a paragon of virtue and generosity. But you know that’s not an option, right? Right?” I said again, louder and more insistently, when he didn’t respond right away. 

“Amara would find you,” I said after a long beat. “You know she would. No bar, dungeon, or fort would be safe. And once she caught you, she’d skin you alive—and there’s a good chance she’d do the same to me for helping you. I love you like a brother, but not enough to get on her bad side.” 

He grimaced and nodded in defeat, deflating a little. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t I bleeding know it. I just... I’ve never been so unsure about anything before, Jack.” He grimaced, absently scrubbing his palms on his trousers. “But that’s not right either. Because I’ve also never been more certain of anything in my life.”

Ah. The paradox of love. I knew it well.

“Look. Everything is going to be fine,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time. “Think about all the crazy stuff we’ve done. Remember that Affka den over in Wyrdtide? The one with the Death Cult and that weird seven-headed flesh golem?” 

He snorted and nodded, a wide grin breaking across his face. “That damned priest had me bloody well pinned to the table like a corpse waiting for the gravedigger’s blade. Or what about that time in Rihat with the Sewer’s Circle?” The grin widened as he shook his head. “I thought those old biddies were going to turn you into a gods-be-damned human puppet.”

“That’s my point exactly.” I absently adjusted the lapels on his smokers’ jacket. “If you could make it through that, then this is nothing. Nothing.”

“Obviously you don’t know Amara half as well as you think then, Jack,” he grumbled, growing strangely somber as he talked. His eyes went hazy. Introspective. “She’s far more formidable than the Sewer’s Circle or the Lich Priest or any bloody other thing I’ve ever tangled with. Hells, I’d rather go toe to toe with Thanatos naked and weaponless than find myself on the receiving end of that woman’s wrath.” He paused and ran a hand through lanky blond hair, which had been pulled back from his face. “Truth though? It’s me I’m scared of, not her.

“The thing that keeps running through my head—round and round like a bloody wagon wheel—is, what if I’m not good enough for her? What if I disappoint her? Or let her down? Being a thief has always come naturally to me—there’s a reason why I’m the best there is. Because it’s in my blood. It’s second nature to me, like breathing. But this?” He turned and began pacing nervously, cape fluttering behind him as he moved. “I feel like I’m setting myself up for failure, and Amara is the one who is going to get stuck footing the bill. Leaving her now would crush her, but a part of me keeps thinking it might be less painful for her in the long run.” 

His words cut surprisingly deep, and suddenly I found myself thinking of Abby. Leaving her now would crush her, but it might be less painful for her in the long run. Here was that pesky paradox again. Thing was, he wasn’t wrong. Those same thoughts had been plaguing me about my own relationship with Abby for the past several weeks, ever since squaring off against Khalkeús, Dwarven Aspect of the Forge, and unlocking the Reality Editor deep in the heart of Stone Reach. My doubts about Abby were my own, though, and Cutter didn’t need me reinforcing his fears. He needed support right now, not my own crippling self-doubt. 

“Don’t be an idiot,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder to stop his restless pacing. I caught his eye and held him at arm’s length. “Amara is crazy out of your league, and if you sabotage this, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. And real talk, I’ve never seen you care about anything as much as you care about her, including loot and booze. You’re going to be great. Now come on, we don’t want to keep everyone waiting all day.” 

Cutter took a deep breath, pressing his eyes shut as he stood straight. A prisoner headed for the gallows. “On three?” he finally asked, opening his eyes and cracking his neck, first one side then the other.

“On three,” I agreed, dropping my hand from his shoulder.

I counted us down and pushed the doors open, my mind flashing to all the dungeons we’d raided together. All the times we’d done this—stacking up outside of a Boss Room, preparing ourselves for a fight to the death. The doors swung inward without so much as a squeak, but this time there were no enemies waiting for us with drawn swords or half-formed spells ready to be unleashed. Instead, a sea of faces turned to regard us from the polished wooden pews of the chapel.
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Vows
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THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE cathedral was filled with a mix of people from the Crimson Alliance leadership—generals, advisors, warriors, and friends—along with a spattering of rough-looking types decked out in black leather and covered with a veritable arsenal of daggers. There were more face tattoos than I could count in that group. Members of the Thieves Guild, one and all—including the Gentlemen’s Gentleman himself, Gavin Marston. The grand thief smiled at us, a knowing twinkle in his gaze as he took in the ruffled hair and hastily cleaned blood smears. The aristocratic rogue would’ve fit in with any stuffy noble who lived in New Viridia, although he was far and away more dangerous than any of those vipers.

The other half of the chapel was filled with Amara’s guests. 

The vast majority were Murk Elves and members of the Ak-Hani clan. 

Brothers. Sisters. Aunts and uncles. Honored elders. Even a few diplomats from the other six named Dokkalfar clans. 

Most of them wore crudely stitched armor studded with chunks of bone, ferocious teeth, and feathers in a myriad of colors. Chakan of the Lisu tribe caught my eye and gave me a lopsided grin and a little wave. Once upon a time, we’d nearly murdered each other over the right to pursue the Jade Lord Quest line, but those days were long behind us. He’d become one of the Alliance’s most ardent supporters, despite the fact that his father, Chief Sakal, was only lukewarm toward me. 

I cleared my throat, shot a telling glance at Cutter—you can do this, I’m right behind you—then followed him as he made his way up the aisle toward a raised dais at the far end of the chamber. Carl, Arch Justiciar of the Acolytes of the Shield and Hammer, stood at the center of the upraised platform. Colored light flooded in from a stained-glass window above, illuminating the dumpy priest in all his bearded Dwarven glory. He was decked out in brown silk robes edged in gold, with a priestly stole of brilliant white draped around his neck. Emblazoned on one side of the stole was an enormous golden hammer and on the other side was a crude black anvil.

Marching off to the side were the other groomsmen, lined up in meticulous order: Vlad, Forge, and Jake.

“Pay up,” Forge grunted, extending a calloused green hand toward Vlad as I took my place as the best man and Cutter ascended the stairs to the dais. 

The Weaponeer sighed. I had no idea how someone could make a sigh sound Russian, but Vlad pulled it off with ease as he fished a fat golden coin from a pouch at his belt, pressing it into the Risi warrior’s outstretched palm. 

“What in the bloody hell were you betting on?” Cutter hissed at the two of them over one shoulder. 

“Whether you would show up,” Vlad replied, plucking a piece of non-existent lint from his sleeve. “Vlad had doubts. Many doubts. Had Imperial crown that we would find you hungover in bar somewhere. Probably the Broken Dagger.”

“I am insulted, cur,” Cutter shot back. “If I was going to skip out, I’d sure as bloody hell be hungover somewhere classier than the Broken Dagger.”

“Oh really,” I snorted. “So the Dusty Mustache is classier than the Broken Dagger?” 

“It’s a gentleman’s gambling establishment, Jack. And yes, for your knowledge, it’s classy as bollocks. But I’m here, and with one minute to spare, which is all that matters.”

Vlad shrugged noncommittally. “Was wrong. We have saying where I come from, a delo byvalo, I koza volka s’edala. Means roughly”—he screwed up his lips and waggled a hand as though looking for the right word— “someday a goat, it might eat up a wolf. I think you would translate as even pig might fly. Today, pig has flown. Though, Vlad smells Hair of Dog.” He reached up and tapped the side of his nose. “Thinks maybe you were drunk not so long ago, da?”

“Well yeah,” Jake offered, “but when is Cutter not drunk? I’m honestly surprised to see he’s as sober as he is.” 

“Hair of Dog is potent. Very potent.” 

As the three continued to talk and joke—Cutter doing his best to soothe his nerves—I searched the crowd, looking for one person in particular.

I found him in the back, not sitting in one of the pews, but rather huddled in a corner, leaning against the wall. 

Osmark stood out even in a crowd as strange and varied as this—his arms crossed, his gaze distant, his face an introspective thunderhead. I honestly hadn’t been sure if he was going to show today. I had as many doubts about his presence as Vlad had about Cutter’s. Osmark had been so elusive and secretive since returning from his Champion’s quest in the Shattered Realms. For weeks, I’d been trying to figure out what in the hell had happened to the tech billionaire while I’d been busy with the Doom-Forge mission, but I still had no answers. Clearly something had happened—and something important, based on Osmark’s tight-lipped silence—but whatever it was, he and his inner circle were holding their cards close to the chest. 

I would need to get to the bottom of what had happened to him eventually, but that was a problem for another day. Always another problem. Never enough days to deal with them all.  

All thoughts of Osmark dropped away as the heavy doors at the end of the chapel swung inward and the music started up in earnest. Near the back of the chamber, tucked away behind the bridal section, was a trio of bards playing the traditional bridal march on a variety of nontraditional instruments—one strummed at a harp, another plucked at a silver-faced lute, and the third effortlessly worked a lap-mounted hammered dulcimer. The sound was enchanting, both familiar and somehow exotic. 

5:00 PM on the dot. I blew out my cheeks, relief washing through me. We’d made it by the skin of our teeth.

I was more than a little shocked to see Amara herself at the head of the procession instead of one of the other women trailing off behind her. I wasn’t exactly an expert on weddings, but as far as I knew, the bridesmaids were supposed to come first. Except this was Eldgard, I reminded myself, and as much as it seemed like Earth at times, it wasn’t. Not by a country mile. I had no idea what the Murk Elf marriage customs entailed—a fact made even more obvious as I surveyed Amara in what apparently passed as a wedding gown in polite Dokkalfar society. 

Instead of a radiant gown of flowing white—all frills and delicate lace—she wore a hide dress. 

The leather was pitch black, accented by a colorful shawl decorated with eye-jarring patterns, a gauzy black veil that only covered the lower portion of her face, and an intricate belt festooned with coins and odd bits of bleached white bone. Elaborate jewelry crafted from polished Darkshard ore and small animal bones hung from her neck and wrists, clattering with each step she took. Her skin was a chalky shade of white, dusted with the ceremonial powder the Dokkalfar often wore during religious observances. Her raven-black hair was shaved down to the skin on one side, the rest pulled back in a braid, showcasing violet eyes that looked older than the rest of her youthful face could account for. 

Amara’s entire life had been one of war and struggle, tribal infighting and constant Imperial encroachments, and it showed when she looked at you. She had seen the worst humanity had to offer, but instead of breaking her, those experiences had purified her like a forge’s flames burning away the dross.   

Her father, Chief Kolle, escorted her, one of his beef-slab arms hooked through her own. Amara looked both radiant and fierce, but it was the woman behind her that I couldn’t take my eyes off.

Abby walked with her back straight, her head held high like a queen heading to her throne. She was a vision in a dress as red as blood; a cloak of gossamer embers trailed down her back and brushed at the floor as she moved. 

Seeing her there, decked out in a gown that would rival any wedding dress, felt like having a knife shoved deep into my guts. The world wobbled at the edges, reeling uncertainly beneath me as I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly dry, throat parched. She was so beautiful it hurt. Absently, I reached for the ring stowed away inside my pocket, rubbing the tip of my index finger over the hard little lump that I knew was a sparkling diamond imbued with preternatural fire that made the stone glimmer like the sun. 

I caught her eye, and she offered me a wide smile, her teeth brilliant white against skin the shade of strong tea. I returned the smile, but very purposefully pulled my hand away from the ring.

Did I want to marry Abby? Yep. More than just about anything else in the world. 

I wanted the two of us to settle down. To have a nice normal little house, a few kids running around, a steady job that didn’t involve raiding dungeons or waging wars. Heck, if I closed my eyes and let my mind wander, I could see myself waking up late on Saturday morning, shambling downstairs in a bathrobe, nose catching the scent of pancakes and eggs. I could see us sitting across the table from each other, sleepily sipping coffee while the kids built a fort out of couch cushions, vigorously trying to fend off an invading dog instead of bloodthirsty Vogthar. Abby would chuckle and roll her eyes when the kids shrieked like banshees in between intermittent fits of giggling as the dog licked syrup-covered faces. 

It was a beautiful dream. But that was all it was. A dream. 

My mind flashed back, recalling the odd room buried deep below Stone Reach. In the center of the room was a slab of inky obsidian—an altar just large enough for someone to lie flat on. An image of Abby lying on that altar came unbidden, her brow furrowed, her eyes clenched shut, her lips a tight line as she waited in terrible anticipation. I loomed over her, a dagger gripped in a white-knuckled hand, the tip pointed toward Abby’s throat. The words etched in the blade skipped across my consciousness like a stone over still waters. Just as they had almost every time I saw Abby these days. 

Sometimes there is no winning. To save the world, you must first give up that which matters most in your world...

Sometimes at night, I heard Abby tossing and turning, crying out as she relived her death at my hands over and over again. That was my reality. I wanted to be with her, wanted something different, but fate or—at the very least—circumstance had conspired against us. Like it or not, I was Grim Jack Shadowstrider, leader of the Crimson Alliance, Champion of Balance, and wielder of the Reality Editor. The only weapon in the game capable of killing a god and setting things right in the world. For me, a normal life with Abby felt like an impossible pipe dream. A mirage in a barren, waterless desert. 

The words on that dagger haunted me because deep down I knew they were true. 

Sometimes there really was no winning. No clever way out. No way for things to be normal or okay. Sometimes there was only duty. And duty rarely left enough room for happy endings. 

I folded my hands behind my back and pulled my gaze away from Abby, banishing those dark thoughts, as Ari, the Barbie-sized Battle Pixie from the Realm of Order, floated into the room. She flitted high into the air, butterfly wings buzzing like mad, then raised miniscule hands, launching a bolt of opalescent light toward the arched ceilings. The orb of pixie magic exploded into a kaleidoscope of shifting colors, painting the room with brilliant splashes of pink and gold, orange and red, green and blue. Everyone oohed and ahhed appropriately as the last two bridesmaids entered the chapel. 

The first was a woman I’d only met a handful of times, though they’d been memorable interactions since her tongue qualified as a deadly weapon. Arcona Jukal was a beefy green-skinned Risi woman, half a hand taller than Forge—who was, himself, bigger than most NFL linebackers. The lady had biceps that could give any professional bodybuilder a run for their money and thighs that could crush boulders. Arcona had previously run the Order of the Soulbound, a rebel group sworn to undercut the Empire, and now she helped Otto as he helmed the Risi capital of Glome Corrie on behalf of the Alliance. Even in a silvery dress, she looked like she could chew up slabs of raw iron and spit out forged nails.

She was close with both Abby and Amara, so her inclusion was not a total surprise, but the final bridesmaid in the lineup was definitely a shock: Lowyth the Immortal Orbweaver. The Spider Queen had opted for her “human” look instead of going full arachnoid, a blessing that I was sure everyone in attendance was deeply grateful for. Even still, Lowyth was pure nightmare fuel with her black chitin skin, her bristly maroon hair, the legion of dull black eyes splattered across her face, and the spider legs jutting from her back, constantly curling and uncurling like grotesque fingers. 

Definitely not someone I would’ve invited to the wedding.

But then, Lowyth hadn’t given anyone much choice. 

When the Spider Queen had heard about the impending nuptials, she’d squealed like a schoolgirl getting ready for prom and insisted on pain of death to be included in the ceremony. As reluctant as I was to have her buzzing around—I still had frequent night terrors about the time she ripped my chest open—she was a key ally and a vital part of our defense strategy against the Vogthar incursions, so she got what she wanted. Within reason. And interestingly, Amara actually seemed to have formed something of a bond with the murderous monster.

The Ak-Hani went back a long way with the spiderkin of Hellweb Hollow, and I got the very real sense that Amara respected the queen in the same way I respected Osmark: a sort of begrudging admiration between former enemies. 

The music finally fell silent, leaving only the creak of pew seats as Amara ascended the steps, stopping directly in front of Cutter while her train of bridesmaids lined up behind her. 

Abby smiled at me, her cheeks flushed as she ran nervous hands over the front of her elegant dress, absently smoothing away wrinkles that weren’t there. She looked radiant, but from this close, I could also see the jagged edge of something sad lurking just beneath the surface of her features whenever her eyes landed on me. As though she knew there was something wrong between us, but not something she could fix or even figure out. Cutter’s words sprinted through my head at full speed: leaving her now would crush her, but a part of me keeps thinking it might be less painful for her in the long run...

Amara, on the other hand, stood fiercely proud. There was no sign of doubt in her. None. She was like a huntress who had finally managed to nab a particularly troublesome and elusive wolf. 

I almost felt bad for Cutter.

Almost. 

“Look at the two of you,” Carl said, a full smile breaking across his heavily bearded face as he looked at Cutter and Amara in turn. His voice was warm, friendly, with just a hint of a Philadelphia accent coating his words. “Amara, you look aces. Cutter.” He paused, surveying the thief. “Why is there so much blood on your coat? Eh, you know what”—he held up his hands—“forget I said anything. I don’t want to know. 

“The important thing is you’re here. Seeing the two of you, it makes my heart warm. Well, it’s either that or the copious amounts of ceremonial wine I drank this morning. Anyhoo. Just gimme a sec here and we’ll get this show on the road, huh?” He paused, patting down his robes and checking his pockets. “Shit, but I hope I didn’t leave it in the room,” he muttered under his breath. 

“Dammit, Carl,” Forge grunted from behind me, “you better not mess this up, or I swear I’m gonna break your legs after we’re done.” 

“Yeesh,” the Dwarf said, rolling his eyes. “Calm down, guy. I got this handled, okay? Not my first marriage. My second, sure, but definitely not my first. Ah.” He fished out a sheet of rolled vellum from the sleeve of his robes. “There it is. See? It’s all good, brother. Now, where were we?” He unrolled the scroll, carefully pinching the edges. “Oh yeah. Alright, here we go.” He tapped at a magical amplification rune pinned to his robes, and the squiggle artfully etched into the stone burst to electric blue life. “We are gathered here today to celebrate with Cutter and Amara,” he said, voice booming around the room, “as they proclaim their love and commitment for each other and complete the most monumental quest of all.”

Huh. Certainly not a traditional reading. But then, Carl was Carl, so I probably shouldn’t have had super high expectations to begin with. Yes, he was the high priest of his order, but only because every other priest had died. Originally, he’d been banished from his order for getting drunk and setting the sacred library on fire.

“Now, as I understand, you guys have prepared your own vows, right?” Carl said, bringing me back to the moment. “Cutter? It’s customary for the groom to go first.” 

Cutter nodded, no witty reply on his lips. He reached out, his hands perfectly steady as he took Amara’s palms in his own. His face was strangely solemn. “Amara, my heart. I have to admit this whole thing, it’s something I never expected. Hells, I expected someone to plant a dagger in my kidney ages ago. In point of fact, an Imperial tax collector almost did me in not but an hour ago,” he muttered. “Yet the gods have seen fit to keep me alive, likely on account of how pretty I am. I don’t think much of the gods, but the fact that they’ve kept me here long enough to find you puts me firmly in their debt. 

“Although,” he said with a pause and a grin, “I admit it was touch and go for a while there, between us. In the early days, being around you was a roll of the dice as to whether you would impale me with your spear or flay me with your tongue. Eventually, though, I saw past all that. Or, at least, it all started to click in my head.” He reached up and ran a deft thumb along her cheek, his eyes misty. “You made me more than I was. Believed in me. Helped me to be a better version of myself. 

“Does your pushiness drive me bloody mad as often as not?” he asked. “Yes. Of course, it bloody does. And does your pigheadedness make me want to throw you off a cliff on occasion? Obviously. But when I’m around you, I have something I’ve never had before.” He looked down, then glanced left at the rows of Murk Elves watching him. “Family,” he finished softly. “I won’t vow not to drink, gamble, or steal—because I don’t bloody well want to lie to you—but know that you will always be the most important piece of loot in my heart. Know that my love for you will only ever be rivaled by my hatred for Imperial tax collectors.”

I suppressed a laugh behind a closed fist.

“As a token of my love and commitment,” Cutter continued, “I got you something.” His hand darted toward his belt and a moment later he pulled out what looked like a leather knife sheath, crafted from pale yellow hide, dotted with gray spots. The tail of a Grassland Ripper. “Didn’t buy or steal it, either, if that’s what you’re thinking. Went on a proper hunt and killed the nasty grass-muncher with my own blade. Jack helped a little,” he said, jerking his head toward me. “Gods’ honest truth, that sheath is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen—you couldn’t pay me a king’s ransom to wear it—but my boy Chakan told me this was the customary gift.”

Amara accepted the sheath with steady hands, eyes burning with pride as she fixed it to her coin-studded belt. “It is perfect.” She beamed fiercely as she reached out and tweaked his nose. “You are a scoundrel and a thief of the highest order, my heart. When I first found you and Grim Jack, dirty and bloodied in one of our many spiked pits, I too was certain our relationship would be of the shortest sort. Mostly, I believed it would end with your head on a wooden stake outside the walls of Yunnam. Somehow, though, despite your apparent buffoonery, you proved to be so much more than I ever would’ve thought. 

“At first, I assumed you were lazy, greedy, and dull-witted—not unlike the Lingya of the deep mangroves. It is a type of ape, so foolish it can be trapped by putting some fruit in a coconut with a small hole carved into the top. The Lingya puts its grubby fist in to grab the treasure inside, but then cannot remove its hand. Not without letting go of its prize, which never occurs to the creature. Such is the level of its foolishness. And so I considered you, love of my heart. My Lingya.”

Cutter squinted, face screwing up. “Not sure if I should feel amused or insulted.” 

“Oh, deeply insulted,” Amara said seriously. “To be called as foolish as a Lingya is an offense great enough to start a blood feud in most clans. But there is more to the story. You only appeared as a Lingya to those unwise enough to ignore you. You were no slow-witted ape, but rather the noble yet elusive Jinkjo. It is a small type of drake that lives deep in the swamps. A sly creature which hides itself and its true nature through a carefully cultivated exterior. The Jinkjo, you see, often appears to share many traits with the Lingya, but once you scratch the surface you will find the miniscule drake to be a deadly hunter, a resourceful gatherer, and a vicious fighter.”

She extracted her hands from his and reached into a small pouch at her side, pulling free a pendant showcasing two dragons intertwined in a symbol that resembled the yin and yang.

“Most importantly, though, is the last trait of the Jinkjo. They are solitary creatures, often lonely. Vulnerable when isolated. But when the male drake finds a mate, it evolves into a Mangkar—an enormous beast to rival even Jack’s Devil in size and ferocity. The Mangkar is among the deadliest creatures of the Storme Marshes and deeply loyal, willing to risk all for its kin and its territory. By disposition, they prefer the solitude, treasure, and comfort of their lairs, but all Dokkalfar know you cross one at your own peril. You, love of my heart, are a Mangkar as surely as the sun rises in the east and sets in the west.” She reached up, fastening the pendant on its leather thong around his neck. “I am proud to fight by your side and fill your bed at night.”

“I don’t bloody think I’ve ever heard a sweeter or more biting vow in my life.” Cutter sounded genuinely touched. “I would expect nothing less from you.” He offered her a wink and a lewd grin. 

“Wow,” Carl said, shaking his head in disbelief. “That was... That was definitely something, for sure. Out of curiosity?” he asked, squinting and canting his head to one side. “Have the two of you actually ever heard wedding vows before? Because that was...” He trailed off. “Eh, you know what, not my place,” he finished, raising his hands in defeat. “I don’t want to touch any of that with a ten-foot pole. By the power vested in me—by some Dwarven-Forge deity, I guess—I pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

The audience erupted with claps and cheers, fists pumping in the air. Cutter slipped forward, pulling Amara into a long, deep kiss before sweeping her off her feet, cradling her against his chest as she glared at him like a pit viper. After a second though, her face softened, a faint blush creeping up into her cheeks as she snaked well-muscled arms around his neck. They stayed that way for an awkward, almost inappropriate amount of time before finally parting lips. 

“Now, if we’re done with all the flowery words and sugary sweet sentiments,” Cutter said, face flushed, “how about we celebrate this wedding in the custom of my people? Let’s get bloody drunk, eh! First round’s on Jack!”
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After-party
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I SKIRTED THROUGH THE throng of drinking and drunk guests, slowly making my way toward the dance floor where Abby and I were supposed to meet. She’d bolted almost immediately after the ceremony, giggling madly about a surprise she had planned for me. Some sort of Dokkalfar courtship ritual she’d learned from Amara in preparation for the wedding—though I had no idea what exactly it was supposed to entail. If the impish look on her face was any indication, however, it was bound to be something awesome. Or mortifying. 

It could be hard to tell with her sometimes.

The night was perfect.

It was warm without being hot, the sky overhead crystal clear, the glimmer of stars winking down like diamonds spilled out against a backdrop of dark velvet. Torches and bonfires burned all over the city, golden light casting long shadows against both the behemoth trees and the wooden houses perched atop thick stilts—a precautionary measure, to guard against the heavy monsoon rains that came in the spring. Ghostly fireflies in a multitude of hues flitted amongst the revelers, blinking on and off while unseen night birds chirped and crickets droned softly, offering a steady background chorus to the music drifting through the twisting city streets.

Everywhere I went, people were laughing or singing or dancing with reckless abandon, and the Dokkalfar led the procession like a drum major guiding a marching band, which surprised me to no end. The Murk Elves were a serious people by nature, as quick to offer a frown or a grimace as a smile. But not tonight. Tonight, even the sourest, most stone-faced among them partied like there just might not be any tomorrow. Although their version of “partied” was admittedly a little different than what I was used to. IRL, most wedding receptions I’d ever been to consisted of sitting around banquet tables, nibbling on desserts and talking softly while a few of the more adventurous souls tried their luck—or, at least, their lack of inhibition—out on the dance floor. 

The Murk Elves had no tables to camp around and everyone danced. Everyone. 

And then there was the water. 

Patrols of Chao-Yao Murk Elves roamed the city like packs of feral dogs, and accompanying each group was a water-wielding Hydromancer clad in flowing robes in an eye-searing combination of red, blues, and yellows. Instead of weapons, each member of the patrol carried an enormous pitcher, used for drenching any guest that wasn’t drinking, eating, singing, or dancing hard enough to satisfy the hard-partying taskmasters. Leave it to the Murk Elves to enforce celebrating. One such patrol rounded on a group of stumpy Dwarves from Stone Reach who were quietly smoking billowing pipes a little way off from the rest of the partygoers.

The Dwarves shouted protests and curses in equal measure, faces crimson as they lifted their hands into the air, pleading for mercy. 

The Chao-Yao patrol gave them no quarter, hurling water from their oversized buckets, which were immediately refilled by the accompanying Hydromancer. In a moment, pipes were extinguished, clothes were sopping wet, and great shaggy beards dripped in a constant stream. But before things could get heated and turn to blows, the party-patrolling Murk Elves dropped their buckets and—with a flourish even Cutter would’ve found impressive—conjured great globular gourds from thin air. Instead of water, the gourds sloshed over with the potent Murk Elf rice wine that was fueling the party.

The gourds were passed around with gusto, and instead of a round of fistfights breaking out, the stocky Dwarves and their gray-skinned counterparts were quickly laughing and slinging arms around each other as though they’d been friends for years.

They weren’t the only enemies I’d caught celebrating together, either. 

Members of the Malleus Libertas—easy to pick out thanks to the crimson hammer painted bright and bold across their chests—swayed around a roaring bonfire, swapping stories and booze with a troop of elite Legion Batavian and a squad of stiff-backed Janissaries decked out in their trademark padded jackets, single-edged sabers, and waxed mustaches. Under any other circumstances, the Batavians and the Janissaries would’ve been fighting over who had the honor of murdering the warriors of the Malleus Libertas in single combat, but here they were, gathered together, swapping war stories and dirty jokes.

“... y’all think you were surprised when the spider riders came over the walls of Rowanheath,” said a burly Wode man with thick Southern twang to his words.

“Of course we were shocked,” came a stuffy sounding Janissary with a handlebar mustache and a faint British accent. “Whoever would’ve thought to try to tame such a beast?”  

“Well, as shocked as you were,” the Wode continued, “you shoulda seen us when Lord Grim Jack showed up with a whole fleet of those buggers and told us to climb on. Big ol’ things, lookin’ at me like I was the next item on the dinner menu. Thought I was gonna mess my britches right then and there,” he crowed, drawing out a round of laughter from the other Alliance members, many of whom had been part of that very first assault.

An ember of hope smoldered inside my heart as I listened from a pool of shadow. Maybe we’d be able to put the fighting and the bloodshed behind us once we figured out how to deal with Thanatos. It felt like a long shot, but stranger things had happened. 

I glanced over a shoulder, spotting a group of Chao-Yao beelining toward me with their buckets raised, mischief dancing in blood-orange eyes.

This lot had been hunting me for the past hour, but, as good as they were, I’d managed to give them the slip each time they closed the distance. This time would be no different. I offered them a wink and a finger gun, then activated Shadow Stride, effortlessly slipping into the Shadowverse. I gave the group one last look, knowing they wouldn’t be able to see me, then turned on a heel and waded through the wedding guests, making for the spread of the banquet tables bordering the training pits—converted for tonight into an impromptu dance floor.

My stomach let out a long, low grumble of protest as I caught sight of the bounty waiting for me to raid like the loot of an epic dungeon. 

The trestle tables were loaded down with just about anything anyone could hope to find. Jugs and oversized gourds of rice wine were everywhere, intermixed with frosted flagons of fine-brewed Sparkling Mead and silver platters overflowing with cheeses and exotic fruit. Golden-skinned Erank. Heart-shaped Bewi. Dew-covered Mist Apples imported from the merchant vineyards of Ankara. Succulent platters of grilled meats, ranging from the oh-so-common rat on a skewer, served on the streets of Rowanheath, to a Harrowick specialty featuring braised grass wolf in elderberry sauce. 

There were breads of every shape and size, enough butter to give any healthy adult a coronary, plus an enormous assortment of pies, cakes, and other desserts I couldn’t put a name to. They all smelled divine. 

I took a deep breath, savoring the scent of food and the peaceful quiet that only the Shadowverse could offer, then slipped back into the Material Realm.

I grabbed a silver plate that should’ve belonged in the court of a queen, not at a shindig in the middle of a swamp, and loaded it down with a bit of everything, then topped it off with the pièce de résistance: a slice of greasy, sausage-covered pizza, courtesy of Frank’s Old World Pizza, Est. 2042. The Best New York Inspired Pizza in Eldgard. I posted up near a group of raucous Imperials braying like a bunch of donkeys, clearly elbow-deep in alcohol. I didn’t mind the noise. It was nice to hear people enjoying themselves despite the looming threat of utter annihilation hanging over all our heads.

On the dance floor, a band of Crimson Alliance bards, locally known as the Rebel Scum, played a pulse-pounding set at the edge of the training ground, their instruments squealing and snarling in a typical rock and roll fashion, despite the fact that there wasn’t a proper electric guitar in sight. But, just like Frank and his sons, who’d opened up Eldgard’s first pizza joint, the people who’d invaded this world were a clever bunch. The lead guitarist, a Dokkalfar with gunmetal skin and a silver-white Mohawk, had modified an oversized lute with a variety of distortion and amplification runes, effectively transforming the soft plucky instrument into a close approximation of an electric guitar. 

A drummer beat out a pounding rhythm on animal-skin drums while an Accipiter violinist and a Dawn Elf harpist effortlessly overlaid a haunting melody that pulled at the soul and clawed at the mind. In front, a beefy Wode warrior with flowing brown hair danced and swayed, his steps practiced, precise, and strangely out of place with his enormous frame. 

“Get loose out there, folks,” he hollered with the charisma and showmanship of a true front man. “We’re about to kick it up a notch, and you don’t want to hurt yourself dancing too hard!” He lifted a chiseled wooden wand, inset with a fat rune-carved stone at the end—essentially a low-tech, magical version of a cordless microphone. He shot one arm into the air and twirled with a flourish before opening up with a medieval version of “Shut Up and Dance.” None of it should’ve worked. Literally everything about it was wrong. Still, I found myself tapping a foot along as I chewed on a piece of not-quite-right pizza from a world that no longer existed.

Cutter was lingering at the edge of the dance floor, a flagon of mead clutched in one hand, but there was no sign of Amara. I slipped up next to him and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. Instantly, I felt the tip of a dagger press into my side. 

“Whoa, just me,” I said, flinching back. 

“Ah, sorry about that, friend,” Cutter said, the pressure of the blade vanishing from my ribs as he shook his head. “Just startled me a bit. I’m waiting for Amara. She has a surprise for me, apparently—so I’m half expecting to find a knife buried in my back. That, or maybe one of those bloody Mangkar creatures she mentioned during her vows. It wouldn’t surprise me in the bleeding least to have to battle some impossible swamp drake as part of the wedding ceremony. These Dokkalfar have some damned peculiar customs, eh?”

He wasn’t wrong about that.

“Wait, did Amara tell you to meet her at the dance floor?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Aye,” he said with a nod. “Has me on edge, too, I can tell you that much. I love that woman, but I swear to all the gods above and below she’s as dangerous and unpredictable as a gilded silk viper.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly, “Abby told me to meet her at the dance floor, too. Said she has a surprise for me.” 

I trailed off as I saw a familiar face push his way through the crowd—Otto, stoic as ever and decked out in the traditional Risi version of wedding finery: white tunic, brown leather kilt with a fur-covered sporran hanging from the front, and an accompanying dire-bear fur cloak. His massive two-handed sword rode at his back, because Risi never went anywhere—not even weddings—without a weapon in place. Not that I could judge too harshly, since I had my own warhammer strapped to my hip.  

“Grim Jack, Cutter,” he grunted formally.

“Otto,” I said with a nod. “Enjoying yourself?” 

“Yes,” he replied flatly. “There is nothing I enjoy more than a wedding.” He was as stone-faced as a marble statue. “It is always a deeply moving thing to see.” He could’ve been talking about fixing a car engine for all the emotion in his voice. “I’m just looking for Arcona. She slipped off after the ceremony and told me to meet her here at the dance floor, but I haven’t seen any sign of her.”

Uh oh. One was odd. Two? Two could’ve been a coincidence. But three? Three was a pattern. 

A message dinged in my ear, and I absently pulled it up in the corner of my vision. 

<<<>>>

Personal Message

Jack, 

This is Abby. Are you at the dance pit? 

<<<>>>

I jotted off a quick reply before closing out of my interface. 

<<<>>>

Personal Message

Yeah, but I don’t see you anywhere.

<<<>>>

You will... came a prompt, though cryptic, reply.

A blaze of light erupted from the crowd not far off, streaking up, then exploding in a shower of golden sparks. Cutter and Otto both tensed up beside me. The Risi warrior actually reached for his sword, though he didn’t draw steel. 

Ahead of us, the milling partygoers parted for a procession of stately looking mages in thick bloodred robes, the cowls pulled up to hide the faces of those beneath. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I had a sneaking suspicion this was the surprise Abby had mentioned. I also suspected that Cutter, Otto, and I were on the receiving end of whatever was about to happen. 

As the mages drew closer, the music fell quiet, and the rest of the dancers on the floor wisely cleared the space, watching with wide eyes while the hooded group took up posts around the floor. The host of hooded mages raised their hands as one, sleeves cascading down past their elbows, and conjured orbs of glowing golden flame above their upturned palms. These weren’t any run-of-the-mill sorcerers, then, but rather Firebrands. The flickering light from their upraised hands somehow—defying all the known laws of physics—illuminated a trio of robed figures who stood together in the very center of the sandy pit. 

The Rebel Scum, who’d been playing classic dance pop moments before, fell into an eerie melody that conjured images of wind-whipped sand dunes, exotic belly dancers, and traveling Roma swaying around a crackling bonfire under the gaze of a crescent moon. 

The three figures in the middle twirled on cue, the motions choreographed, and their outer robes fell away to reveal the three missing women. They were no longer wearing their bridal outfits but instead wore silky tops, swaying skirts, and odd belts fitted with hundreds of shining golden coins. Belly dancers. All three were dressed as belly dancers—Amara in black silk, Abby in red, and Arcona in vibrant blue. 

Cutter whistled through his teeth, his daggers completely forgotten as he surveyed his bride. Otto had a similarly thunderstruck expression tattooed across his face, and I had to imagine I looked no different. The outfit showed off a shocking amount of Abby’s middle, though the skirt encircling her hips trailed down to the gritty gray dirt of the training pit turned dance floor. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She winked at me, then raised both arms above her head, chest and torso moving, shifting, hips grinding and swaying. I knew my mouth was hanging open—knew that I looked like a deer caught in the brights of a semi—but all I could do was stand there and watched, entranced.

And truthfully, it felt like she was literally entrancing me, casting some sort of spell that called to my soul, insisting that I go to her. 

The music picked up in intensity, and her movements became somehow more fluid, her hips waggling and bouncing in time to the thunderous drum. The three women came together for a moment, twirling in a flash of legs and arms, before breaking apart once more. Abby extended a hand, a smirk on her lips, and curled her finger, urging me to come to her. My heart was pounding, my mouth dry, and suddenly I found my feet carrying me forward of their own accord. Not that I minded. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and in that instant, I didn’t care about Eldgard or the Crimson Alliance or even Thanatos. I just wanted to be with her.

In my peripheries, I saw Cutter and Otto lurching forward, drawn toward their own respective partners.

As my feet stumbled past the edge of the pit, the encircling Firebrands—still covered by their deep cowls—unleashed the pent-up spells above their palms, magical flames rocketing upward then exploding in a shower of oranges and reds, golds and vibrant pinks, all strobing together in a hypnotic pattern that even Ari would’ve been proud of. The lights hung above us, spotlights on the show, while Abby beckoned me with swaying hips, quirked eyebrows, and the ghost of a smile pulling at her lips. She was enjoying every second of this.

Admittedly, so was I. 

I was a handful of feet away when another burst of flame lit up the sky, the accompanying boom so loud and powerful that it reverberated up through the soles of my thin shoes and into my teeth. For a moment, I just thought it was another part of the act—maybe a spell that had misfired and landed a little too close to home—but then a second and third blast rocked the air, the successive thunderclaps shaking the world around me and breaking the strange spell holding sway over my thoughts. The music ceased with an abrupt screech, only to be quickly replaced by a chorus of screams and frantic shouts.

“We’re under attack!”
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Party Crashing
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SCREAMS AND BELLOWED shouts of confusion rippled through the sprawling party, punctuated by the clang of steel and deafening thundercracks as the explosions continued in earnest. 

Boom-boom-boom. 

Fireballs lit up the night sky like dying stars, igniting in blue-green glory, before collapsing back in on themselves, leaving a hazy purple afterimage stained across my vision. Those bursts of spectral light briefly illuminated the mammoth forms of unspeakable monsters drifting high overhead. Since the Vogthar invasion several months ago, I’d seen Vogs in every conceivable shape, size, and type, ranging from the standard foot soldiers—with their curling horns, noseless faces, and fishlike mouths—to semi-truck-sized Ragna Wolves. 

I’d never seen anything like these things. Not even close.

These new horrors looked almost like sluggish hot-air balloons: fat globular beasts propelled by a small army of undersized wings protruding from their sides, which all worked in tandem, like the oars of a massive ship. Blocky, rhino-like heads protruded from oversized shoulders bristling with spikes of obsidian glass. Even at a glance, I could tell these things were built to take a punch, but with how slowly they crept along, I had to imagine they weren’t meant to be an offensive force. A host of sucker-studded tentacles dangled down from their oversized bodies, each one holding a strange payload: enormous boulders of black glass.

Heavy artillery maybe? Or did they serve some other purpose? 

Hard to say. 

A tag appeared briefly above one of the creatures as I tracked its languid motions across the night sky. [Corpulent Wreyven].

My real question, though, was why in the hell weren’t the Arcane Shadow Cannons blasting these things from the air with extreme prejudice? The cannons were mounted on watchtowers, spaced at hundred-foot intervals, ensuring there was no vulnerable spot in the palisade perimeter. These monsters should’ve been raining down like busted pinatas, yet the cannons were silent. I only had a second to ponder the problem, however, before one of the nearby Wreyvens began to unfurl its tentacles, unleashing a hail of the glassy boulders onto all the terrified partygoers desperately scrambling to get clear of the impact zone.

I glanced at Abby, who was staring in wide-eyed horror at the plummeting stones raining down over Yunnam like a comet shower. This was bad. Really bad. Most of our guests were already drunk to high heaven, and no one was ready to mount a proper defense of the city. And why would we be? True, Vogthar numbers had increased in the Storme Marshes over the past few weeks, but Yunnam was the most heavily fortified city in southern Eldgard, rivaled only by the formidable defenses in Rowanheath. There was no way an attack like this should’ve been possible. 

We’d planned for nearly every scenario. Except, here we were—caught flat-footed and unprepared. A mistake that would cost people their lives. But I could minimize the damage. All I needed to do was think clearly and act decisively to turn this around. I pressed my eyes closed for a beat and took a long deep breath, calming my nerves. After a moment more of stupefied panic, my brain finally kicked into motion, and I rounded on Cutter and Otto.

“Otto, you and Arcona get over to Darkshard now, find out what in the hell is going on, and make sure the Control Room isn’t compromised—the last thing we need is to lose Darkshard to a bunch of Darklings.” I turned to Cutter. He already had his golden rapier in one hand and his ebony dagger in the other. “Take Amara and these Firebrands”—I gestured at the robed figures—“and start mounting a ground defense. If our Shadow Cannons are down, that means there are Vogthar inside the walls somewhere. Either that or Darklings. Find them. Root ’em out, then see if you can do anything about those nightmares up there.”

“Bloody Darklings,” Cutter muttered, flicking his blade in agitation. “Even worse than Imperials if you ask me. Mark my words, Jack, these sods won’t capture an inch of Yunnam. Not a bloody inch. This place has my favorite pub in all of Eldgard, and no one gets between me and my pub.”

“Good,” I replied, turning back to the dance floor. “Now move. I’m going to get those Shadow Cannons back online.” 

Straight above us, a Corpulent Wreyven released its deadly payload. The stone whistled as it fell, a corona of purple-blue flame burning around the bottom edge. We needed to get gone, and we needed to do it yesterday. I shot forward and grabbed Abby by the wrist, fingers pressing down hard into her skin. 

“Come on,” I yelled, jerking her into motion as we broke from the sandy dance floor.

“What the shit are those things, Jack?” Abby shouted behind me, her legs finally breaking into reluctant motion. 

“If I had to guess?” I shot back over one shoulder as we crested the edge of the pit and scrambled into the grass, which had been trampled by countless feet over the past several hours. “Catapult stones. Though bigger than any I’ve ever—”

The words died, swallowed by a world-shaking roar as the glassy boulder smashed into the dance floor, punching deep into the earth and kicking up a swirling cloud of sand and debris. A wave of raw force exploded outward in a rippling circle of green light, slamming into me and Abby, knocking both of us from our feet. I flipped ass over teakettle and hit the ground like a bag of bricks but managed to roll up into a crouch. Still though, my chest ached from the force of the blow. I probably wouldn’t even have felt a hit like that in my armor, but my fancy velvet and silk jacket offered about as much protection as a bedsheet. 

The breath caught in my throat as I watched the rock, now half buried in the ground, rumble and shake, a series of deep cracks snaking across the surface of the stone as plumes of white steam hissed upward, dancing in the musky jungle-scented breeze blowing across the city from the west.

“Jack,” Abby called out, raising her hands, a fireball taking shape in one palm while a cloak of flame settled around her shoulders, “I don’t think those are catapult stones. I think those are eggs.” 

My stomach curled into a tight knot as the cracks spread, turning into large fissures before finally bursting open in a hail of razor-sharp stone shrapnel. 

On instinct I stepped in front of Abby, drawing my warhammer with one hand and thrusting my other hand out, activating Dark Shield with a thought and a surge of Spirit. A barrier of shimmering violet light sprung to life in a half-dome before me, shielding me and Abby from the deadly barrage of rock and stone. Others, who’d been crowding around the dance floor when the meteor hit, weren’t so lucky. Chunks of glass ripped into arms and hands, chests, backs and faces, punching through evening finery and leaving pools of blood behind. 

None of the wounds seemed to be deadly by themselves, but they sure looked painful. 

“Everyone get clear,” I yelled, dismissing my shield with a flick of my wrist. There was no sign of Otto, Cutter, Amara, or Arcona. Hopefully they were already on their way to sort things out. “We’ll handle this.” 

The spectators caught in the blast didn’t hesitate for a second. The authority and command in my voice were absolute, and people surged into motion, eager to comply. Eager to flee and find cover from whatever this madness was. 

As soon as they cleared the area, I cast Shadow Forge—an active aura that increased Critical Hit by 3% and added an extra 50 points of Shadow damage to all attacks for me and my party members for the next twenty minutes. It was a little bonus in the grand scheme of things, but, in my experience, entire battles had hinged on far less. Any edge could be the difference between winning and dying with a Malware blade shoved deep into your throat.  

Abby stepped up on my left as the wispy clouds of white smoke cleared from the explosion, revealing seven Vogthar skittering out of the ruptured pod like horrifying clowns spilling out of a clown car. 

How in the hell did so many of the things fit folded up inside the ball?

Even run-of-the-mill Vogthar stood at least seven feet tall. And these things weren’t standard troops. The markings on their dusty-gray armor—trimmed with black fur and studded with spikes, rivets, and matte-black chains—marked them out as Elite Vogthar Scouts. The lot of them turned dead black eyes on us, jagged teeth gleaming as they formed into a semicircle, weapons drawn. A tight-knit crew like this wouldn’t prove much trouble for either me or Abby. As a level 51 Shadowmancer with some of the best weapons and gear in the game, there were few individual targets that posed any real threat to me, and at level 43, Abby wasn’t far behind in the sheer destruction she could deal. 

Still, despite how relatively harmless this squad was, they carried gleaming black weapons covered in the angular runes that burned with ghostly green witchlight. 

Malware-forged steel. Capable of permanently killing even a Traveler. 

“I’ve got the right flank,” I hollered, promptly bolting to one side without waiting for a reply. 

I ran at an angle, circling around in order to draw some of the Vogthar troops away, then changed course before they knew what was going on. In an instant, I darted straight in, unleashing a wave of purple-black Umbra Flame with my left hand while I was still ten paces out. A column of deathly shadow fire as thick as a telephone pole washed over a lanky Vogthar wielding a pitted battle-axe, setting the greasy-looking creature ablaze. It howled—its cries undulating and inhuman—and flapped its arms manically while it twirled, carelessly slamming into one of its brothers. 

The two of them went down in a sheet of flames and tangled limbs, HP trickling away in fits and spurts as the unnatural fire burned. 

Keeping my hand trained on the pair, I unloaded a quick flurry of Umbra Bolts, blasting both of them as they rolled and spasmed on the ground, putting them out of their misery quickly. The Vogthar were the bad guys, but even bad guys didn’t deserve to suffer any more than necessary. 

Three of the five remaining Vogthar had split off to take out Abby—a terribly unfair fight for them—leaving me with only two more to deal with. Both were on the move, dashing toward me, their black eyes boiling with hate and fury. I casually sidestepped an overhand blow from an enormous Malware Maul, then drove inside the Vogthar’s guard, thrusting the spiked tip of my warhammer into the creature’s exposed throat, triggering Savage Blow as the weapon pierced vulnerable flesh. 

I had other abilities I could’ve used in tandem—like Champion’s Strike, Crush Armor, or Black Caress—but at this point, that was just overkill. My warhammer, Mad God’s Fury, had a base damage of 215 with an augmented 100 points of additional Fire damage; after factoring in the rest of my stats, I dealt a little over 800 points of damage—all without any other spells, bonuses, or buffs. Savage Blow cost a measly 20 Stamina and increased my damage output by 25% while simultaneously raising my chance to Crit by 15%. Any monster would have to have Herculean levels of Strength and Health to weather a blow from my hammer, and this thing didn’t.

It went down in a gurgle of sludgy black blood, dead before it even hit the floor. 

I pivoted and slammed my curled fist into the creature’s vulnerable throat—biting off nearly a quarter of its HP—then finished the creature with an Umbra Bolt to the face at point-blank range. 

With the Vogthar dead, I wheeled around, ready to give Abby a hand, but she didn’t need it. The three creatures that had decided to unwisely tangle with her lay smoldering on the ground, little more than piles of char, ash, and flickering embers. I shouldn’t have been surprised. More remarkable, however, was the fact that Abby had somehow managed to switch out of her seductive belly-dancing outfit, trading up for her bloodred robes, Wildfire. She’d also equipped a beefy battle staff covered in cherry-red runes and topped by a ball of dancing flame that never wavered.

Smart play.

True, things were crazy, but it wouldn’t do to die from an easily preventable wound because I was running around in wedding attire instead of battle armor. Swapping out my gear was the work of seconds thanks to V.G.O.’s inventory system, and instantly I felt better. More in charge. In control. Hell, wrapped in the Judicator’s Mantle, I felt invincible. I’d faced worse odds than these, and more than once, I reminded myself. Everything would be okay. 

It had to be.  

I thrust my hand out, drawing on the Umbra power dwelling in my center like a coiled serpent. Frigid tendrils slithered down from my shoulder, entwining about my forearm before exploding from my hand as I reached through the void and summoned my trio of Void Watchers.

Nikko appeared first in a burst of pure Spirit, followed in short order by Kong and Mighty Joe. All three resembled oversized chimps with sleek night-black fur, talon-tipped fingers, and flat leathery faces with slanted violet eyes. The most notable feature was the glistening blue-black raven wings poking up from their backs. Nikko, as a Greater Void Watcher, was the largest of the three and came with an added special ability called Pack Animal, which allowed me to summon more than one Void Terror at a time, though only if Nikko was already in play. 

Manling, the elder ape sent, baring her fangs as she shifted onto her haunches, surveying the chaos and carnage engulfing the city. There is battle afoot and enemies to slay. My children and I stand ready. What would you have us do, young one?

“I need intel, and I need it fast,” I said, not bothering to speak mentally since I wanted to include Abby. “Take a recon pass around the camp and don’t worry about engaging the enemy. Just find out how many of these things there are. In the meantime, Kong and Mighty Joe”—I turned my gaze on the two smaller apes—“for whatever reason our Arcane Shadow Cannons aren’t operational. Can you work one between the two of you?” 

Nikko was taciturn, not unlike Devil in that way—though she was far less murdery than the Drake—but I’d never heard Mighty Joe or Kong speak. I wasn’t even sure if they could. Or if they simply didn’t want to. But the pair responded with fervent squawks of acknowledgement, beating leathery fists against the ground before springing into the air and disappearing in puffs of sooty purple smoke. That was the other nice thing about the Void Apes. Aside from the fact they could fly, they also had the rather unique ability to Shadow Stride, slipping between the Shadowverse and the Material Realm as easily as water through a colander. 

“What’s the plan for us, Jack?” Abby asked, forehead creased as she tracked the Cthullu behemoths drifting across the velvety dark sky like bloated clouds.

“I’ll message you as soon as Nikko has the full scoop about the extent of the invasion. In the meantime, we need to knock those things”—I jabbed at the floating horrors—“from the sky. Cutter and Amara are rallying the guards, and Otto and Arcona are on their way to lock down Darkshard. I’ll push out notifications, put Devil on aerial mop up, and man the cannons. Can you take Valkyrie and start putting out the fires around camp? Well, metaphorically put out the fires,” I added after a second.

She grinned at me, though there was nothing happy in that smile—it was a thing of rage and anger. A grim promise that someone was going to pay for ruining our evening. 

“On it,” she said, reaching into her inventory. 

She pulled out what looked like like a baseball-sized ruby filled with pulsing flame, constantly shifting hue like a broken kalodiscope. With a murmured prayer, she tossed it straight up into the air, where it hung, unsuspended, for a long beat. A flash of blinding golden light rippled out from the stone, lighting up the training yard, now pitted from explosions and splattered with the gore of the dead. The blaze lasted for seconds at most, and when it finally subsided, an ultra-rare Golden Hoardling Drake loomed before us.

Valkyrie was a female Drake, just a hair smaller than Devil, with golden-red scales, an arching serpentine neck, and brilliant crimson wings. Embedded directly in the center of the Drake’s forehead was the pulsing ruby that had given her life moments before. 

“Be careful, Jack,” Abby said, the words solemn. “Don’t do anything too brave, huh. I fully expect to finish my dance for you.” She swung up into a leather saddle edged in gold and grabbed the reins. Valkyrie lurched into serpentine motion before leaping skyward, great red wings pumping, turning the charred remains of the Vogthar into swirling clouds of sooty ash.

I took one more look at the war zone and grimaced. All around me I heard the moans of the hurt and dying mingling with the shouts of defenders and the clang of steel. We needed to stop this quickly, and the best way to do that was to take out the disgusting Corpulent Wreyvens before they could finish dropping their payload. Time to bring out the big guns. 

I summoned Devil. 
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Counterstrike
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I CROUCHED LOW AGAINST Devil, knees dug in tight, reins clenched, eyes squinted against the battering wind as we rose into the night. 

I need you to get me over to the nearest guard tower, I sent. Somehow these things got the drop on our overwatch positions.

Easily done. But then what? came Devil’s gruff reply. Surely you do not expect me to sit around while you play with some human toy? There is battle here. The scent of blood on the wind. Enemies to kill and meat to eat.

Yeah. Don’t worry about that, big guy, I replied, pulling up my interface and toggling over to the officer chat. I selected the Regional Faction option, manually including Osmark and Sandra, adding them to the chain, before dashing off a quick speech-to-text message.

<<<>>>

Regional Faction Message: Yunnam

Alert!

To all Crimson Alliance members in Yunnam proper and the surrounding Storme Marsh Areas, Vogthar are inside the city walls, likely trying to capture our guard towers and other key defense locations. If you are in range to take back the guard towers, do so. Get the Arcane Shadow Cannons up and running and bring down the Wreyvens. Everyone in the Malleus Libertas, coordinate among the strike groups to secure our gates, then ensure Chief Kolle, the clan elders, and any other visiting dignitaries get bunkered down inside the Crafter’s Hall, just like we’ve drilled for. Everyone else, fight back, stay safe, and rally to Abby. If your position is being overwhelmed, send up purple flares so she can help you. 

—Faction Commander, Grim Jack

<<<>>>

Just get me to the nearest tower, I told Devil, focusing on the battlefield once more, and then I’ll let you off the leash. Eat whatever you kill. Though, if you could focus on those big nasty things in the sky, that would be great. 

Devil snorted and breathed deeply—a sense of repulsion carrying through our mental bond. I think not. There are Vogthar here to fill my belly, but those things above are rancid. Fit only for burning. Devil paused, cocking his head slightly to the side as though lost in contemplation. But there is pleasure in burning, too, he finished. I will do what I can.

I glanced down and noticed a group of revelers fruitlessly trying to fight off an encroaching band of the Vogthar soldiers pressing in on all sides, cutting off any sort of retreat. At a glance, it was clear these weren’t fighters or adventurers, but unarmed merchants mixed with a handful of women and children, all dressed in their Sunday best. A few of the adults held cutting knives, and one wielded what looked like a shoddy mace as long as my forearm, but against a band of elite Vogthar, they wouldn’t last more than a minute. A flicker of movement caught my eye and a second later Frank Senior—of Frank’s Old World Pizza fame—barreled into the mass of creatures. 

He shoulder-checked one of the lanky warriors, throwing the creature to the side, then wheeled around, brandishing a rolling pin covered with a cloth sleeve speckled with flour. He was wearing a thick apron dotted with crimson splotches, more likely marinara sauce than blood.

Quick detour, I sent to Devil. Just give me a low pass—Umbra Flame anything you can without catching the civilians.

Devil growled in reply, dual plumes of smoke drifting from his nostrils. 

The Drake dipped his neck and lifted his left wing, banking hard right and swooping low like an avenging angel. We didn’t have time to spare—every second, the Wreyvens were dropping more and more of the Vogthar egg-pods—but even with only a single pass, I could give Frank and the others a fighting shot. I thrust my warhammer out toward the Vogthar patrol, channeling my anger into one of my most potent spells of all, Night Cyclone.

With a ten-minute cooldown and a Spirit cost of 1,100, Night Cyclone was a spell I couldn’t use frequently, but when something—or a bunch of somethings—positively, absolutely had to be obliterated right this second, there was no better option in my arsenal. Especially with friendlies in the area of effect. Arctic power built in my chest, pressure mounting for an uncomfortable moment before finally surging down my arm like a bolt of lightning, coalescing around the head of my warhammer in a nimbus of violet light. The air above the Vogthar shimmered and rippled as the fabric of reality tore along the seams, revealing a twisted landscape of roiling purple skies, enormous black cyclones, and an endless sea of yellow hardpan. 

I suspected the place was somewhere in the Shattered Realms, though no one I’d ever talked to had seen it during their travels. 

One of the night-dark cyclones howled like a banshee as it surged through the now open rift, descending on the nightmare invaders with preternatural hunger. The civilians cowered away, frightened, though they had nothing to worry about. The single best thing about Night Cyclone was that it didn’t even so much as ruffle their hair. The Vogthar, however, weren’t so lucky. The screaming, partially sentient tornado snapped limbs like twigs before tossing several of them away with crippling, back-breaking force. Others, it snatched up like rag dolls, lifting them from the ground and into the tornado’s vortex.

Those unfortunate few, Devil treated to a burst of searing-hot Umbra Flame, burning them to bone and ash while they were still airborne. 

“Find Abby or get to the Crafters Hall,” I yelled down over the wail of the summoned tornado. 

Before I could get any sort of response, we were gone, Devil’s speed and sheer momentum carrying us past the skirmish. 

We climbed in a flash, Devil readjusting course so we angled toward one of the stone watchtowers sticking up like a hitchhiker’s thumb from the palisade wall a hundred feet ahead. Yunnam’s outer wall wasn’t much to look at—certainly not compared to Rowanheath or even the formidable stone barrier surrounding Darkshard proper—just double stacked ashwood poles, twenty-five feet high and sharpened on the ends. But they’d done their job and kept us safe. Or, at least, they had until now. Although that was probably due more to the deadly nature of the swamp itself, the constant Ak-Hani ranger patrols, and the watchful eyes of the Spider Queen and her many children.

Lowyth and the spiderkin had never eaten so well—a fact the Spider Queen was more than happy to share with me whenever she could. 

We were approaching the tower, a square building cobbled together from weathered gray rock and gobs and gobs of gossamer spider webbing, which the natives used for just about everything. The stuff was like duct tape around these parts. And understandably so, since it was readily available and more resilient than almost any other material in Eldgard. 

Vlad had once crafted a rope made from powdered diamond and spider silk that was powerful enough to hold an ancient dragon the size of a 747. 

Get me close, I sent to Devil, pulling my feet from the iron stirrups, then ever so carefully moving into a balanced crouch on top of the Drake. You know what to do from there. 

I would wish you luck, Devil replied with a growl, but our kind makes our own luck. Let your enemies feel your fury! he bellowed inside my head, banking sharply a handful of feet from the tower. I pushed off as he turned, using the momentum to propel me over the gap and the thirty-foot drop to the ground below.

If the distance or the fall had been any greater, I would’ve triggered Shadow Stride to mitigate the brunt of the impact, but the leap was a sure thing, and thanks to a healthy dose of Acrobatics—a general ability that I’d picked up through tons of reckless maneuvers just like this one—I was able to easily turn the leap into a lightning-fast roll that brought me back to my feet. There was no sign of the Murk Elf guard who was supposed to be manning this post, but there was a liberal amount of blood slicking the floor beneath me and more splashed against the far wall of the tower in a crimson streak. 

I stole a look over the edge and immediately spotted the body below: a white-haired Dokkalfar in black leather armor, his eyes vacant, his throat split from ear to ear. 

It was an ugly death, though it had probably been a quick one, which was a small mercy. Truthfully, I was just thankful that whatever Vogthar invader had done the deed hadn’t been bright enough to turn the hulking siege weapon inward on the inhabitants of the city itself. The cannon was a beastly thing built of heavy rivets, blackened wrought iron, flashing Umbra runes, and fist-sized chunks of polished Darkshard Ore. It reminded me of the unholy love child of a Civil War-era cannon and a Tesla Death Ray. And it could cause a massive amount of destruction in the wrong hands.

Without missing a beat, I rushed over and spun a wheel, turning the cannon, then cranking on a series of levers responsible for the angle of the barrel. I pressed one eye shut and used a set of simple iron sights protruding from the top of the barrel to home in on my target: a slowly drifting Wreyven loaded down with Vogthar drop pods ready to be deployed at the twitch of a suckered tentacle. 

I didn’t intend to give the thing a chance.

Taking a deep breath, I slapped my hand against the arming plate. Runes flickered to life along the length of the barrel, and I activated the runic trigger. 

A furious kaboom rattled the tower as the weapon kicked like an angry bull, belching an orb of volatile purple light the size of a basketball at the flying horror. The shot hit dead on, smacking into the thing’s guts from below. The blob of raw energy erupted in a bubble of umbral power that swelled outward, enveloping the Wreyven and all the capsules clutched in its many arms. The light pulsed once, painfully bright, then contracted, shrinking down to the size of a pinprick before vanishing entirely. There was no sign whatsoever of the Wreyven. No ash. No raining body parts or cloud of gore. It was just... gone. 

A circular cooldown gauge appeared above the cannon, its singular black needle firmly in the red, though creeping back toward the green second by second. A forty-second recharge time, but with the kind of damage this thing could do, it was no wonder it took so long. It also provided me with the time I needed to sight in on the next horror, diligently lining up my shot so that I could make it count. While the needle was still in the red, a cannon two towers over from me thundered, launching a purple-blue blob of light all its own, which sideswiped another of the troop-deploying Wreyvens—turning it into less than pink mist. 

That had to be Mighty Joe and Kong at work. That or one of the other Alliance members who’d gotten my message.

The needle edged back into green, and I went through the process again: Sights steady. Arming plate on. Runic trigger activated. Orb of utter annihilation unleashed at will. 

The blast tore through another of the floating monstrosities like a battle-axe through a rotten pumpkin, leaving behind no trace of the creature who been occupying the airspace a moment before. 

Once more the cycle began, needle slowly climbing while the battle raged on around me; but just because I wasn’t currently doing anything didn’t mean things weren’t happening. Bursts of roiling black flame lit up the night like heat lightning in late summer, but those blasts were all courtesy of Devil as he swooped and wheeled among the still living Vogthar troop carriers, destroying the things as mercilessly as a wolf among a pack of sheep without their shepherd. Along the wall, more and more Arcane Shadow Cannons lurched into action, peppering the fliers above while also turning on pockets of resistance located out of sight below.

Despite the drunken nature of most of the partygoers, our forces had somehow managed to rouse some level of defense. Thanks to my vantage point—and the Night Eye ability that allowed me to see more keenly in the dark—I watched as tight-knit groups of fighters pushed through the streets, striking down any errant Vogthar and simultaneously rallying to the heady thump of war drums and the blare of horns. Imperial Legion units fell back on their skill, discipline, and training, forming orderly triple lines. They blocked off streets with effortless efficiency and hemmed in the invaders while allowing less-prepared civilians to slip through their ranks to safety. 

At the front of the line stood the velites, using blocky rectangular shields and barbed spears, while the hastate, principes, and triarii lurked behind them with swords, axes, javelins, and deadly magic.   

The human forces had also been augmented by a cohort of very inhuman allies: spiderkin. They flooded over the palisade walls, shrieking and buzzing as they moved, falling on the Vogthar like hungry junkyard hounds that hadn’t eaten in weeks. 

Most were the more common spiderkin—bloated brown things, larger than Rottweilers, with hair-covered legs—but I also spotted a fair number of chitinous gray Sword-Slayers, black Poison Darters, electric blue Portal Crawlers, and even the tank-sized Colossal Spiderkin. Lowyth had showed up to play, and she and her ugly kids were taking no prisoners. I winced as a pack of common spiderkin, led by a Portal Crawler, descended on a lone Vogthar troop who’d had the misfortune of being separated from the rest of its squad. The Portal Crawler zapped in and out of reality, twining thick strands of webbing around the Vogthar, ensuring it couldn’t escape. The spiderkin effortlessly dragged the unfortunate Vog to the ground, disemboweling the creature alive.

The cooldown timer had finally lapsed on my cannon, so I let loose another blast, this one slightly off target. It clipped the tail end of one of the Wreyvens—who were quickly dwindling in number, thank God—blasting it from the air, though not completely disintegrating its torso. 

I turned at the roar of steam-powered Gatling guns screaming in the night. 

The Hellreaver.

Cutter manned the helm, bellowing orders that sent his Goblin crew scuttling about the rigging, while Amara and Jake Blackblade worked the ship’s two guns—one mounted on the bow, the other on the stern. Cutter hadn’t opened up with a salvo of cannon fire, but that was probably because he was firing into Yunnam itself. Unleashing a blast of cannon fire would tear through friendly buildings and bystanders just as much as the Vogthar invaders. The Gatling guns were slightly less effective, but far more controlled. 

As smoke curled up from the tip of the artillery barrel, a familiar voice caressed the back of my mind. Manling, Nikko sent, voice hazy, distant, most of the Vogthar have already been contained. This attack, it reeks of a scouting force, not a true offensive. The dark gods of blood and bone smile on us tonight. I will observe and wait for orders. 

The ape’s voice faded, but that was fine. I didn’t have any orders for the time being anyway. Nikko was as smart and as devious as the shrewdest scouts I’d ever met, so if she said this was a minor incursion, and mostly contained, then I had no reason to doubt her. Still, the raid was beyond troubling, and even if it had been a relatively minor skirmish, there would doubtless be casualties. With a grimace, I turned and leapt from the wall, slipping in and out of the Shadowverse in the blink of an eye to negate the fall damage. I needed to find Forge and Vlad and figure out what had gone wrong, and how.
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Uneasy Thoughts, Unwelcome Guests
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HOURS LATER, AFTER the fighting had finally died off and the clean-up work was in full swing, I lay on the balcony outside my private master suite in Darkshard Keep, staring up at the winking starlight. Beneath me was a layer of furs and blankets, insulating me from the cool stone; Abby was curled up next to me, her head on my chest, her fingers tracing meaningless swirls across my skin. The soft caresses sent goosebumps racing along my spine, the hairs on my arms standing at attention. I was ungodly tired and wanted nothing more than to drift off, cradled in dreamless sleep for a few hours, but I couldn’t get my mind to shut off. 

Not after the attack. 

Nikko had been right in her assessment—this hadn’t been anything more than a scouting force, a fact both Forge and Vlad had quickly confirmed. 

This was the tip of the spear, not the spear itself, but the fact that Thanatos had made the move at all was deeply troubling. He’d been pushing harder and harder ever since we walked away from the Doom Forge with the Reality Editor in hand, but he’d just taken things to a whole new level. Right off the bat, the attack told me a couple of very important things: one, Thanatos knew his time was growing short—that this tenuous stalemate we currently found ourselves in couldn’t last forever. And, two, Thanatos could hit me no matter where I was. Even in Yunnam, where I felt the most secure of all. 

He was taunting me. 

Telling me nowhere was safe. 

Not for me and not for anyone I cared even a little bit about. 

The casualties were a testament to that fact.

Despite the relatively small invasion force, we’d lost thirteen people. Eight Citizens—one of them a nine-year-old kid—and five Travelers, all finished off with Malware blades, ensuring they would never rise again. Among their number had been Frank Senior. Despite my assistance, he’d died saving those other Citizens, and he’d done it willingly. I didn’t know Frank well, and didn’t know any of the other casualties at all, but what did that matter? Just because it hadn’t been Abby or Cutter dead down there didn’t mean the deaths weren’t important. Or terrible.

“You okay, Jack?” Abby cooed up at me, snuggling deeper into my side, her fingers never stopping their restless tracing. “I can tell you’re not asleep. You seem... tense.”

“Just thinking,” I mumbled back at her, noting all the constellations completely foreign to the sky I knew from back home. How many times had I looked up at the stars on Earth without ever really seeing them? Without appreciating them or the fact that I might not always get to enjoy them? Idly, I wondered if it might not be the last time Abby and I would ever lie on the balcony, looking at the sky together. There was no way to know until it was too late to change anything. 

“About what?” She yawned sleepily. 

I was quiet for a beat, not sure what to say. “Nothing,” I lied. “Everything,” I added after a second. “It’s all just a giant mess inside my head. I kinda feel like we’re standing right on the edge of a cliff, looking down into an abyss, and I have no idea how much time is left before it crumbles. A week. A month. Maybe two?” 

Abby pulled away from me and sat up, curling her legs beneath her as she wrapped an oversized fur blanket around her shoulders, slim protection against the chill of the evening. It was still winter in Eldgard, and though it never really got cold in the Storme Marshes, the nights could turn unexpectedly cool at the drop of a hat. Tonight was like that, a light nip on the edges of the air.

“I’ve tried not to pry,” she said, “but seriously, what in the hell is going on with you lately? Usually, you’re the optimistic one. I mean, when Carrera declared war on us, you just smiled and started scheming. You’ve tackled a hundred missions head-on, but ever since the Doom Forge...” She trailed off, glancing down and running a hand through her crinkled hair. “You’ve been off. Or maybe we’ve been off?” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “I don’t know, but something’s not clicking. So talk to me.” She looked up, pleading. “Please?” 

I shrugged and pulled away from her. “I don’t know. Maybe I just finally realized that the chances of everything turning out okay are slim, Abby,” I said coolly. “The attack tonight just drove that home for me. We played house, threw a party, and a bunch of people died as a result. I’m realizing that for us, normal is impossible. We’re always going to be looking over our shoulder. There’s always going to be a new threat or a new war to fight. We’re never going to be safe, and it’s only a matter of time before one of us ends up like Frank Senior or any of the other people who aren’t going home to their loved ones tonight.” 

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” she asked, searching my face. “We’ve come this far, Jack. Beat the odds time and again.”

“Yeah, that’s the point, Abby,” I shot back, pushing myself up from the makeshift bed and heading over to the balcony railing. My bare skin pebbled from the chill. “How much of that was skill and how much of it was luck?” I asked, turning and leaning against the stone barrier. “Some of it was because we worked hard and played smart, but that’s not the whole story. We got lucky, Abby, and sooner or later our luck is going to run out. Sure, things have been coming up heads for a while, but if you flip a coin long enough eventually it’s going to come up tails.”

“I don’t accept that,” she said with a grimace. “Luck is a factor, but it’s not the only one. Not even the biggest one. Listen to me, Jack. We. Are. Going. To. Survive. You hear me? And once we’ve finally dealt with Thanatos—and we will deal with him—then everything can go back to some semblance of normal.”

“Yeah, well, you’re a lot more confident about that than I am,” I replied softly. “We’ve never dealt with anyone like Thanatos before. We might win. Might. But beating him isn’t going to be easy, and it sure isn’t going to come cheap. There’s going to be a price to pay.” 

Sometimes there is no winning. To save the world, you must first give up that which matters most in your world... 

“Look, we need to face the facts, Abby. There’s a good chance I could die facing down Thanatos. There’s an equally good chance you will, too. We can’t just ignore that because it’s uncomfortable. Less than two weeks ago, I had to murder you, Abby. I slit your throat on an altar, and we still haven’t talked about it. We can’t do this anymore. This is the endgame. We might die for real. Do you get that?” 

“I. Don’t. Accept. That,” she said again, eyes narrowed, arms crossed. It was a pose that said in no uncertain terms that this wasn’t an argument I would be winning. “We are going to beat Thanatos, we are going to whip Osmark into line, and then we are going to settle down, have kids, and live happily ever after. Do you get that? And as far as what happened in Stone Reach,” she continued, “you were just doing what you needed to do. I don’t fault you for what happened down there. Shit, Jack, I pushed you to do that. If anything, that was on me, not you.” 

“Yeah, but what if it happens again?” I countered with a grimace. “What if I need to sacrifice you again to beat Thanatos? But what if this time there’s no coming back? I don’t want to put you in a position like that again.”

“That’s not your choice to make, Jack,” she said, standing in a huff. “I’m not a bird you can keep in a cage. This is my world, and I’m going to fight to keep it. Period.” 

“Listen,” I said raising my hands in defeat, knowing this wasn’t going anywhere good. “I don’t want to fight about this anymore, okay? I just need space to think.”

“Fine. Whatever,” she grumbled, her face a thunderhead above the fur blanket wrapped around her. “I’m going inside. If you get your head on straight, feel free to come in and join me. Otherwise, you can think out here for the rest of the night.” She turned on a heel and stormed from the balcony, slipping through the sliding glass door and shutting it just a tad too hard behind her. 

I sighed and turned around, bracing myself on the railing with my forearms. I wanted to be mad at her, but she was right. She wasn’t some defenseless little bird, but I also wanted to protect her. The truth was, I was like a hand grenade that might go off at any moment; anyone in the blast radius was going to get hurt, Abby included. I grunted and pushed the conversation away, letting my thoughts wander aimlessly while night bugs crooned a sweet, lonely song and fireflies danced on the air currents. 

I wanted rest—needed it, since things would be crazy tomorrow, I had no doubt—but I just couldn’t get my stupid brain to shut off. So instead I watched the hustle and bustle of the city far below. Darkshard sat on a hill perched high above Yunnam, which nestled in the dense forests a few miles off. It was too far to see any of the people down there in the mass of buildings, but the flickering light of torches told me I wasn’t the only one up at this late hour. There were extra patrols making sure the Vogthar didn’t come back in greater numbers, while others worked to clean up the damage and mess from the battle.

Finally, I turned away, ready to give sleep another shot. Which is precisely when the world fell graveyard silent all around me, as though all of creation was holding its collective breath. 

It came as no surprise whatsoever when I found Sophia leaning against the far wall, right next to the sliding doors that let into the room proper, one eyebrow quirked, one leg kicked up against the wall, her arms crossed. She was a dark-skinned woman in an immaculately white toga that showcased her flawless skin and perfect smile. She looked every inch of the goddess she was, though I noticed there were bags lingering beneath her unnatural, amber-colored eyes. She was tired. And if Sophia looked visibly tired, it could only mean things were far worse than they appeared on the surface. 

“Trouble in paradise?” Sophia asked, her voice rich, sultry even. “How very sad to see. Prolonged conflict can be so terribly stressful, even for the best of us.” 

She glided forward, her robes billowing around her dramatically even though there was no breeze, which meant she was just showboating. To add to the pomp, she chose not to walk, but to float, her feet never touching the ground. Lush grass and colorful blooms sprouted up beneath her, growing from the stone itself. An impressive, though relatively petty, display of power. But the Overminds were nothing if not petty, I’d found. She stopped at the railing, carefully twirling then taking a seat on the stone ledge, legs crossed, her back toward the sharp drop-off without a care.

Seeing her perched like that sent shivers racing up and down my skin. It was like watching someone tilt too far back in a chair, except this chair was placed on the ledge of a skyscraper. She was a goddess, though, so why should she care? 

“My relationship with Abby is none of your business,” I said. “And for your info, everything’s fine.” I growled the last word. “Just a little disagreement. Couples have them all the time.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please, Champion,” she purred, “denial isn’t a good look on you. Unfortunately, I can’t alter the will of a Traveler, but I know something else that might help.” She ran a hand along her stomach and her belly swelled outward, making her look very, very pregnant. “They say a little one can mend even the sourest of relationships, and a little birdy told me the two of you have been trying. You have a favor yet to ask from me, and if you hold on too long, well...” She paused, tapping playfully at her bottom lip with one long red nail. “You might never get to ask it at all. Death is funny like that.” 

She turned her predatory eyes on me, watching my reaction. Beneath her, curls of vines peppered with beautiful flowers slithered around the railing like hungry pythons. 

Her words were like a sucker punch, especially since Abby and I had been trying unsuccessfully for kids. That was none of her business, though. Besides, she wasn’t here to talk about favors owed, that wasn’t her style, and she didn’t care about me or Abby. She was here because she wanted something. Putting me off balance was just her way to manipulate me into doing whatever new task she had. 

I wasn’t about to take the bait. 

“You’ve been avoiding me,” I said, neatly evading her provocations. “I haven’t seen you since you sent me on the quest to take down Khalkeús, and now here you are. I can’t imagine you’re just popping in to pay me a visit. What happened? What is Thanatos cooking up this time? Besides attacking my city.” I gestured toward the sprawl of buildings. “Must be something big to drive you out of the woodwork.”

“Come now,” she pouted, waving her hand and dismissing her conjured baby bump. “Is it really such an odd thing that I might like to come and visit my mortal Champion?” Another deflection. “Why, I don’t only deliver bad news, you know. It’s not every day that such a splendid affair as this wedding happens in Eldgard. In truth, I’ve grown quite fond of you and your little ragtag team of rebels.” She offered me a sly smile as she bounced her legs. 

A nervous tic? That seemed unlikely, considering just how powerful Sophia was, but that’s what it looked like to me. At least on the surface. 

“You started as a useful pawn,” she continued, “but now you’re something more. Somehow, you’ve made it to the other side of the board and become a powerhouse in your own right. It’s an impressive feat, Jack. Truly a legacy you should be proud of. Plus, I must confess that I have quite come to adore Cutter and his new bride. He’s a fool, that one. A jester, but an incorrigible, entertaining one. It was quite delightful to see him squirm under Amara’s withering gaze. Since I was already in the neighborhood for the festivities, I thought it was rude to not stop by and see you.”

“How sweet,” I replied flatly. I didn’t believe a word of it. “You’re still avoiding my question, just like you’ve been avoiding me, Sophia.” I pulled the Reality Editor from beneath my tunic, where it always stayed these days, hanging from a thick silver chain around my neck. Despite being a weapon supposedly capable of killing a god, it didn’t look like anything all that special. Just an oversized crystal key, about the size of a dagger, though filled with light in a thousand different hues. 

Sophia involuntarily flinched away.  

Was... was she afraid? But she wasn’t afraid of anything. 

The closest I’d ever come to seeing her genuinely worried was when Vox-Malum, the Lich Priest, had invaded the Realm of Order with the intent of undercutting her power as an Overmind. This was something else entirely, though. She wasn’t worried. No, she was genuinely scared. That wasn’t the only oddity either. As the ever-shifting light spilled from the key and onto the vine-covered railing beneath Sophia, her miraculous handiwork seemed to gutter and fade. It didn’t disappear entirely, but it did become far less solid—a hazy, watered-down version of what it had been only moments before.

In my hand, the key buzzed with hungry energy, coming to life as if it had been hibernating but was finally waking up for the first time in ages.  

“That’s quite enough, Jack. No need to brandish that thing,” she said with a sneer. “Put it away, please.” 

She watched with hooded eyes and thin lips until I tucked the key back into my tunic. 

“For what it’s worth,” she said once I had tucked the Reality Editor back into my tunic, “I haven’t been avoiding you. I’ve been preparing the way for you. Quite a difference. There is more going on than you know, Jack. You may have morphed into one of the more powerful pieces on the board, but you aren’t the only piece on the board, and you would do well to remember it. For what it’s worth, though, I’m sorry I haven’t stopped by to visit sooner. You did well with Khalkeús,” she said in earnest. Amazingly, there was no hint of sarcasm in her voice. “Calling on Eitri was a brilliant stroke of genius, proving you were the right choice for the quest.” 

“Thank you,” I said with a dip of my head. “But you’re still dodging. Why are you really here?”

She pursed her lips. “Oh, don’t be daft, Jack. You know perfectly well why I’ve come. You’ve been stalling.” She pointed an accusatory finger at me. “You discovered the key’s ability to open the way to Morsheim, yet you haven’t acted. I didn’t give you a weapon capable of undoing an Overmind only for you to sit here in Darkshard twiddling your thumbs.”

“For one, you didn’t give me anything, Sophia,” I said with a scowl. “I earned the Editor and paid a steep price for it. Two, you can’t possibly put all of that on me. I’ve been working night and day to get things ready. The gates are built. The invasion plan is all mapped out. Vlad’s working on blueprints for the siege towers, and we’ve figured out a backdoor into Skálaholt. The War Council is the real problem. They fight me every step of the way, and if I push too hard, there’s a good chance most of them will just walk away from the table altogether.”

“So what if they do, Jack?” She folded her arms. “When has that ever stopped you before, darling? You had no problem taking on Osmark and the Legion even when you were badly outnumbered. But now, the support of the War Council is so important?” She shook her head. “I think not. If you push, the War Council will follow your lead, and we both know it.”

“I’m not sure I agree. Honestly, I think you’re giving me more credit than I deserve on that front. Sometimes I feel like the War Council is only humoring me.”

A small smile tugged at her lips. “Maybe you’re right. But that won’t matter past tomorrow. As I said, I’ve been preparing the way. Moreover, there is some new information that I think will help galvanize that lot. Probably.”

“Probably?” 

She spread her hands, it is what it is. “Even for us Overminds, it is terribly difficult to tell what you humans will do with your free will. If you all behaved the way we expected, maybe we wouldn’t be in this situation in the first place. You don’t, however, and so here we are. But all of that is beside the point,” she said, waving a hand through the air dismissively. “You asked why I’m here, and it’s to tell you that you can’t stall any more. You’ve already put things off longer than you ought to have. It’s time, Jack.”

I shoved myself away from the railing and began pacing. “But I don’t even know what the hell I’m supposed to do with this thing!” I tapped at the key, which blazed beneath my shirt, its light like the warmth of a trapped sunbeam. “How am I supposed to fight Thanatos? I have everything figured out except how to kill him.” 

“You will know when the time is right.”

“Well, if that’s true, then why bother with the invasion at all, huh?” I asked. “If it’s really going to come down to me and Thanatos slugging it out anyway, why don’t I just sneak into Skálaholt by myself, hunt him down, and finish this thing? No War Council, no army, no casualties.”

“Let’s say you manage to get into Skálaholt. Then what? Will you walk out into the town square and challenge Thanatos to a duel? This isn’t the Wild West, Jack, and Thanatos is no fool. He’ll lock himself away in the Empirical Library, and you’ll never get within ten miles of him.” 

“Then I’ll just sneak into the Empirical Library,” I said flatly.

She threw back her head and cackled. “Sometimes you can be so naive, Jack,” she said once her laughter died off. “There is one way in. Only one way in. And that way is guarded by an army. You want to face Thanatos, you’ll have to fight them first. Besides, you need to dispatch his forces and claim the Necropolis because it will weaken him. Morsheim is a source of power for Thanatos, just as the Realm of Order is a source of power for me. If you fight Thanatos without first undercutting his realm, he will decimate you—Reality Editor or no. Taking the Necropolis and Skálaholt with it will weaken him enough that you may have a chance. Your only chance, Jack.” 

“Fine,” I grumbled, seeing the logic in her words. “But I still think you’re wrong about the War Council.”   

“Have a little faith, darling. There is more going on than you know. As I said, you aren’t the only piece on the board.” She faltered as though she wanted to say more; she looked more human, more vulnerable, than I had ever seen her. “Suffice it to say, things that were set in motion long before your arrival are finally coming to fruition. You must assemble the War Council tomorrow, and you must convince them to attack. There is no other way, and the longer you wait, the more certain our doom becomes.”

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Road to War

Sophia, Immortal Goddess of Balance and Order, has informed you that you cannot delay your war effort any longer. Tomorrow morning you must assemble the War Council and convince them to attack Morsheim. Use every strategy at your disposal to win them over. Barring that, launch the assault with whatever forces you can muster. In the meantime, keep on the lookout for any new information that might help win over the Council to your cause. 

Quest Class: Rare, Alliance-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Sway the War Council to your cause and launch the assault against Morsheim before it’s too late! If that isn’t possible, launch the attack yourself within three days. Time is of the essence. 

Failure: Fail to launch an invasion against Morsheim within three days. WARNING: The consequences for failure are dire! 

Reward: 20,000 XP; +100 to Renown; Guidance of Sophia: Although Sophia will not be able to accompany you physically into Morsheim, she will aid you and all those who rally to your cause by dispatching strategic quests, which may just tip the balance in your war effort.  

Accept: Yes/No?

Please, Jack. This the only way.

<<<>>>

I read over the quest and accepted, because what else was I going to do? This was an ultimatum if I’d ever read one, and much as I hated it, I’d come too far to give up now. 

“I don’t know how this will play out,” Sophia said as I hit Accept, “but, for what it’s worth, I’m pulling for you. For all of you.” 

Then she was gone, vanished into the night, the balcony back to normal, bugs crooning away once more. I wanted to grind my teeth in frustration and holler for Sophia to get back here and explain herself without being so incredibly mysterious—what did the Overminds have against a straight answer, anyway?—but I knew that wouldn’t do any good. The best thing I could do for myself was get some shut-eye, because tomorrow was shaping up to be absolutely miserable, and I would need every edge I could get.
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Rotten Roots
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SOMETHING dinged in my ear, drawing me out of a fitful sleep filled with dreams I couldn’t quite remember—like a word right on the edge of the tongue that just wouldn’t come. At first, I thought it was the sound of my alarm going off, but when I grumbled verbally to “shut up,” the sound refused to stop. When the buzzing persisted, I finally sat up, blinking lazily against the dim light, then rubbed my palms into my eyes as I tried to figure out where in the hell the noise was coming from. My brain was still hazy with sleep, and more than a little disoriented, but eventually I opened my interface and noticed I had a message, marked as Urgent and set with a notification alarm. 

Because a feature like that could be used to drive someone completely insane by a malicious internet troll, only those who had been given personal approval could send an alarmed notification. Which meant only a handful of people could’ve sent the PM. I noticed the timestamp blinking in the corner of my vision and groaned. 5:15 AM. This had better be important, I grumbled inside my head as I opened the message:

<<<>>>

Personal Message

Jack, 

Hey man, so sorry to bother you! I know last night was crazy, and I really didn’t want to reach out, but... Well, we’ve had an incident. Probably just best if you come by and see for yourself. It will make explaining things sooooooo much easier. Attached is a one-off scroll to a location in the Tanglewood—please come as soon as you can and bring Abby with you. Thanks so much, and sorry again!

See you soon,

Jo-Dan

<<<>>>

Map Update

Congratulations! Your in-world map has been updated with a new location: The Overhang.

<<<>>>
Jo-Dan—more formally known as Joseph the Gravemonger—was a good-hearted seventeen-year-old kid from a bad part of Atlanta who’d had the misfortune of winding up in a malfunctioning NextGenVR capsule. Through a series of ill-fated events and divine intervention at the hands of the Overmind Cernunnos, Jo wound up as the only known player in Viridian Gate Online who was also a Dungeon Boss. He was tied, irrevocably and forever, to the Catacombs of the Forsaken, deep in the heart of the Avilynn Wood. Despite being overly apologetic, if Jo-Dan was reaching out like this, then things were probably running wildly off the rails. 

As much as I wanted to burrow back beneath the blankets and furs, I knew this couldn’t wait. So, I gained my feet with a groan and slipped around the makeshift bed on the balcony. Navigating by the moonlight, I pulled open the sliding doors and padded into my suite, reveling in the delicious warmth radiating from the oversized fireplace set into the wall. It was a sauna inside, not that I minded a whole lot. Quietly, I ghosted up to the spacious king-sized bed and gently shook Abby awake, even knowing she was going to be pissed.   

She cracked one eye and glared at me before scrunching the blankets up all the way past her chin and curling into a tight ball.

“Sorry about last night,” I said softly, running a hand along her blanket-covered arm. “I was just tired. Stressed.”

“Uh,” she grunted noncommittally. “You can apologize by letting me go back to sleep,” she mumbled after a beat, only half awake.

“Wish I could, but we have a quest. Need to pop over and see Jo-Dan. It’s urgent, apparently.” 

“No, Jack. I refuse,” she said, sounding a little more alert. “The sun isn’t even up. Between the hours of four and seven AM, someone else has to save the world.” She rolled over, offering me her blanket-covered back. “It’s in my contract. Just check the fine print.”

“Okay,” I replied with a feigned sigh and a shrug. “I’ll check on Jo by myself. But, also, you should probably know that Sophia paid me a little visit last night. She kindly informed me that we have to assemble the War Council and convince them to march against Morsheim in the next three days or the world will end. So, maybe while I’m off gallivanting in the woods and killing mobs, you could call the delegates for me. Get a jump start, since I bet it’ll take at least a few hours to get everyone to stop complaining long enough to browbeat them into assembling.”

A grin played across my lips as I watched her struggle—one part of her positively wrathful at the idea of getting up at 5:15 to put out some Alliance fire, while the other part of her warred over the notion that I might get to do something fun while she got stuck babysitting a bunch of red-tape bureaucrats from all over Eldgard. 

“Gah! You’re the worst, Jack.” She finally caved, throwing aside the blankets, then cast Residual Heat and popped her Searing Halo spell, conjuring a cloak of ghostly reddish flames around herself. “Fine. Fine.” She pushed herself upright, curling her arms in as she scowled at me like I’d just kicked a puppy. “But this better be important, and I want to hear every word Sophia had to say. Every. Single. Word. Also, coffee. I need all the coffee. That is my line in the sand, comprende?”

“Hey, we’re in this together,” I said, extending her a hand, helping her up. “Coffee’s on me.”

I filled her in on my conversation with the Overmind while we showered and dressed. 

By the time we’d finished with that, procured the most valuable asset in Eldgard—delicious, life-giving Western Brew—and popped the one-off scroll Jo-Dan had sent along, it was just past six. The portal dropped us in a thickly vegetated forest, though one still gripped by the fading tendrils of winter. A steel-gray dawn cast muted purple light over a host of leafless trees, all clawing at the pale sky with bleak branches. A spattering of hardy evergreens dotted the landscape, offering a bit of color in an otherwise barren landscape. My mug sent up thin wisps of white steam as Abby and I crunched our way across the snow-covered ground, following the new location marker tagged on my in-game map.

“Something’s not right here, Jack,” Abby said after a few minutes of hushed trudging. “Look at the trees—they’re blighted. This reminds me of Ravenkirk all over again.” 

I frowned and headed over to a barren ash, its bark dark gray and oddly brittle. I bent over and squinted, noting small yellow spots peeking through places where the bark had fallen away, revealing the soft wood beneath. The spots looked swollen, almost infected; radiating up from each one was a host of jagged black veins that looked like lightning. Abby wasn’t wrong. We’d definitely seen this kind of thing before, usually in places where the Vogthar had taken over a dungeon. But as I righted myself and glanced around, I realized that every tree I could see looked to be infected with the blight. 

After inspecting a few more trunks and a handful of the evergreens—all likewise diseased—we resumed our trek, moving with more speed and urgency than we had before. As we got closer and closer to the map marker, the sounds of battle drifted along on an errant breeze, replacing birdsong with the clang of weapons and the muffled shouts of combatants. 

“Yeah, that’s probably not good,” Abby said, glancing my way. “Guess we should pick it up a little?” 

She slugged down the rest of her joe in one long glug—because priorities—stowed her mug, and pulled free her staff, activating a bevy of spells while she surged ahead, ready to mercilessly punish whatever was responsible for getting us out of bed at such an ungodly hour. I pulled my warhammer free and triggered Night Armor, wrapping myself in frigid ribbons of shadow power like a second skin. We sprinted past fallen trees and jutting rocks, the ceaseless sounds of violence growing louder and louder with every second. 

In less than a handful of minutes, we broke through the tree line and into a small clearing thirty feet across, evergreens and barren winter oaks forming a semicircle on one side, a fifty-foot drop-off on the other. Poking up from the edge of the cliff were the remnants of a forgotten temple, ruined by age and neglect. All that remained were some sandy yellow blocks, heavily weathered and dusted with snow, and a set of corkscrew stairs that drilled down into the ground. 

The entrance to a dungeon. No surprise there, considering who had sent us the invite.

Vogthar were scattered across the clearing—these ones pasty blue, their armor augmented with frost and spikes of crystalline ice, their weapons coated with a sheen of hoarfrost.

Encircling the inhuman invaders was Jo-Dan’s own private army.

Hulking skeletons, Risen Dead, built from yellowing bone, gleaming red muscle, and ropy gristle, made up the majority of the undead strike force, but they were augmented by a detachment of heavy-hitting zombie warriors decked out in black iron armor complete with enormous tower shields and a veritable arsenal of weaponry. A trio of unnatural Corpse Hounds, easily as big as male lions, but stitched together from the decaying pelts of many long dead animals, worked in unison with a full platoon of brown-haired spiderkin. The two groups—clearly representatives of both Jo-Dan and the Spider Queen—fought in perfect harmony. 

The spiderkin used strands of silver silk to corral the Vogthar, cordoning them off and leaving them exposed to the armor-wearing Revenant Knights, who waded through the Vogthar ranks, cutting down Vogs like lumberjacks chopping firewood. Meanwhile, the more basic Risen Dead formed a ring of rotting meat around the combatants, selflessly protecting their spiderkin brethren while the nimble and deadly Corpse Hounds attacked any stragglers who somehow managed to break through the defenses. The whole time, a single undead spellcaster, clad in frayed brown robes and surrounded by a nimbus of unearthly green light, spammed constant buffs and regen spells on Jo-Dan’s troops.

I had to admit, it was a wonder of death and destruction. A clockwork machine of butchery—every part flawlessly serving its function.  

“Hey, Jack!” A rather chipper voice called from a copse of trees just off to the right, tucked a little bit away from the action. 

Confused as hell, I pulled my gaze away from the fighting and noticed that Jo-Dan and Lowyth were both watching the fight unfold from a safe distance. 

“Mornin’, you two,” Jo-Dan called, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, and perpetually optimistic despite the fact that he was a living monster. 

Jo had grown since the last time I’d seen him, standing well over seven feet tall now. He wore dark purple robes covered by heavy plate mail built from bone and inscribed with emerald runes. A dark cowl covered his head, and where his face should’ve been was just a gaping black hole like a bottomless chasm. Bony wings protruded from his back as if he were an Accipiter that had died and molted. 

Honestly, Jo would’ve been completely unnerving if not for the fact that he was so nice.

“I brought extra Western Brew in case you guys are still zonked out from the party,” Jo said, miraculously producing a steaming silver pot like a stage magician pulling flowers from a hat. Jo and Lowyth slowly headed toward us, entirely unconcerned about the battle royale happening not ten feet away.

“Yeah, I’m good,” I said with a shake of my head. “Don’t normally turn down coffee, but considering the circumstances, I think I’ll pass.” 

“Same,” Abby said, stealing sidelong glances at the rotting corpses slugging it out.

“Hey, fair enough,” Jo replied with a shrug. “I just know it’s early. Felt really bad about reaching out to you guys, but Lowyth”—he jerked his head toward the Spider Queen, still, thankfully, in her human form—“insisted I call a meeting.” He disappeared the pot back into his inventory or whatever the dungeon lord equivalent was.

“It is true,” Lowyth buzzed. “Although your settlement was attacked, it was not the only skirmish to occur. Sixteen dungeons were assaulted last night. All overwhelmed by Vogthar raiders, the Dungeon Cores within corrupted. That is part of the reason my spiderkin were slow in responding to the incursion at Yunnam—we were spread thin, dealing with other raids.”

Wow. That was news to me, though it did explain how the Vogthar had managed to get past the spiderkin and take out the Shadow Cannoneers manning the walls. Thanatos had created a massive distraction, effectively drawing the spiderkin away from Yunnam before launching his scouts. Damn, he’d set us up and played us like a fiddle. 

“Yep,” Jo Dan said, bobbing his head. “Then, to top it off, early this morning we got reports that poor Hokima had bit the dust. That’s when we knew we had to talk.” 

“Hokima?” Abby asked, cocking an eyebrow. 

“It’ll all make sense in a minute,” Jo replied. “Nil should be done clearing the dungeon any minute.” 

“Should we help?” I asked, nodding toward the battle. “With the fight, I mean.”  

“Probably best if you don’t,” Jo replied, extending a bony wing to bar my path. There was no malice in his voice, no rebuke to it, but there was a hard edge that said he was in charge here. Not me. He was a champion in his own right, and although I still often thought of him as a kid, he’d clearly grown a lot since stumbling into V.G.O. He’d come into his own. 

“The dungeon lord is right, troublesome fly,” the Spider Queen hissed, crossing her arms as the spider legs on her back curled in agitation. “This is a thing we Dungeon Born must learn early on, but a thing which you have yet to master. You have underlings for a reason. No Dungeon Boss could survive long if they took on every challenger at the outset. We grind them down slowly and only enter the fray against the true threat. As it should be with you. But instead, you fight at the head of every battle. You make yourself a target.” She turned and waved a claw-tipped hand toward the clash. “These Vogthar have Malware blades. Any one of them could kill you.”

I pursed my lips and lifted my warhammer. “Somehow, I sorta doubt that.”

“But why take the risk, Crimson King?” Lowyth asked, tilting her head to the side and regarding me with her army of eyes.

“Not a king,” I mumbled under my breath. 

“Lord. King. Commander. There is no difference,” she said, waving away my argument as though it were in fact a troublesome fly buzzing around her head. “They all mean leader, and that you are. From one leader to another, I can respect your need to fight. To satiate bloodlust. But there is no point in risking yourself unduly. This is a light skirmish of the kind our forces are used to dealing with. They are more than well-enough equipped for this task.”

“But we could help instead of just standing around.”

“Ah. But you are helping,” she said, full ruby-red lips curling into a telling smile. “By not dying. And by observing. Seeing the way they fight. The way they think. To lead, troublesome fly, you must know all. To lead, you must find that which only you can do, and do that. Everything else you must delegate to your scuttling whelps and minions. This is a lesson the Gravemonger has learned quickly.” One of her spider legs extended, caressing the side of Jo-Dan’s cowl-covered head with something that might almost have been affection.  

“Okay,” I finally relented, sliding my hammer back into the frog at my belt. “It’s your call.”

Abby slid up beside me and pulled my hand into hers, giving it a tight squeeze of reassurance as we fell silent, watching the remainder of the fight. It wouldn’t be long. Jo and Lowyth’s forces had already broken the defensive ranks, and there were only a handful of Vogthar left, all of them fighting wildly without any real thought or reason.

The most curious thing of all, though, was not what was happening on the battlefield, but what was happening off of it. I couldn’t help but notice just how close Jo-Dan and the Spider Queen were standing together. Shoulder to shoulder. Sharing occasional smiles, though they tried to hide it. Well, she was smiling at any rate. It was impossible to tell with him since he had no face. Were they? Were they together maybe? No, surely not. Yet, the way Lowyth looked at Jo was hard to ignore. There was definitely fondness there. The mental image of the two of them together was rather horrifying to contemplate, so I firmly pushed it away and decided that was absolutely none of my business.

I cleared my throat as the last of the Vogthar fell, carved down by the weathered black battle-axe of a Revenant Knight. 

“So, what was it you were hoping to show us?” I asked.

“A moment,” Lowyth replied, raising a finger. 

Up ahead a man emerged from the bowels of the dungeon. 

He was a Murk Elf, though one I’d never seen before. He wore brown leathers, heavily stained with black blood, and a green cloak; a wicked looking compound bow rode his back. His skin was the color of gray suede, his eyes like chunks of polished carnelians—bloodred in the center, surrounded by a lighter touch of orange. In one hand he carried a brutal single-edged blade, the metal pitted though the edge looked razor sharp, and in the other hand he carried a head, trailing gore from a bloody stump. 

Super gross, even for V.G.O. 

The man looked normal enough, but there was something subtly off about him that made my skin crawl. I knew Abby felt the same because she tensed up beside me, hand clenching down as though she were bodily resisting the urge not to set this guy on fire.  

The assembled mobs parted for the Murk Elf with the bloody head as though he were some kind of royalty, but in an act which threw me completely off balance, I watched as the newcomer dropped into a deep bow, acknowledging both Jo-Dan and Lowyth.

“My king and queen,” he stated simply before rising and offering a curt bob of the head toward me and Abby.

“Warden Nil,” Lowyth acknowledged the hunter. “I assume this is the creature?”

“It is.” He dropped the head on the ground with a meaty thump. The head belonged to a monster larger than a man, though it didn’t really look like any Vog-Boss I’d seen before. The turquoise scales, beady black eyes, and jagged gator-like teeth could’ve fit on any of the Troglodytes scattered throughout this region. “He put up an admirable fight, but I retrieved the stone.” He reached into his cloak, which kicked softly in the breeze, and pulled out a distorted green gem shot through with jags of black lightning—just like the trees all around the woods. 

“Unfortunately, it’s beyond saving.” He paused, scratching thoughtfully at his chin with curved black claws. “More bad news, they’re multiplying too fast for us to keep up with. We were straddling the edge, but after last night?” He frowned. “I’d say, at this rate, we have three weeks before the infection has metastasized and we lose Cernunnos entirely. And that’s a generous estimate.” He shrugged one shoulder. “Could be sooner.” 

“Thanks, Nil,” Jo-Dan said, voice somber. “Please, go mop it up. Make sure none of them get away.” 

“They never do,” the Warden said with a grin, his face roiling and shifting slightly, his mouth stretching to reveal a maw with too many teeth. “I’ll see that it’s done properly.” In a flash, the horror-show mouth was gone, back to what could pass for a normal Murk Elf. “Jack, Abby,” he said, offering us one more perfunctory nod and a wink before turning sharply and disappearing back down into the dungeon, this time followed by a stream of dungeon mobs, all trailing behind him like a war band. 

“So this is why you called us out here?” Abby said. Her tone was tight, and I knew her well enough to know there was an undercurrent of anger or, at the very least, frustration lingering beneath her calm exterior. “Last night was a late one. Yunnam got hit hard. This could’ve waited, yeah? It’s not like we don’t already know about the Vogthar-dungeon situation. I mean, sixteen dungeons falling is bad news, but I feel like that’s something you could’ve sent over in a PM.” 

“No. See, that’s the thing. It couldn’t wait,” Jo-Dan said. “I called you out here because you need to see this. I’ve been harping on this for a while, but I feel like no one’s really getting it. Three times a week I come in and give my report to the War Council—more dungeons gone, more Vogthar strongholds—and you guys all nod your heads like you understand, but then you don’t do anything.”

“Hey, that’s not fair—” 

He lifted his hands, silencing me with the gesture. “I know it’s complicated, and I’m not blaming you personally, okay? Because, here’s the thing, I get it. Me and Low”—he gestured toward the Spider Queen—“we’re monsters. To you guys and all the other heroes, it’s like no big deal or whatever. It’s like, okay so there are less spiders and more Vogs... Fine. Cool. Monsters are monsters. But that’s not true at all. And I think you guys fundamentally don’t understand what is happening here or how bad things have gotten in the past month.” 

“The monster realm is a delicate ecosystem, troublesome fly,” the Spider Queen crooned. “We have been doing everything to stop their spread, but it’s not enough. My kind prefers to wait. To set a trap. To lure our enemies in where we are strongest before acting. But Thanatos is too strong. We can’t bide our time, nestled deep in our webs. Especially not after the losses we sustained last night. If we tarry any longer, we will fall. And once we do, you will, too. They will overwhelm you. If that happens, the Dread Overmind will be unstoppable.”

I faltered, unsure what to say. 

Beside me, Abby pinched the bridge of her nose. “Okay. So maybe I’m legit not understanding this. I get that the dungeons are dying, replaced by the Vogthar. That sucks for us because it means more Vogs and more entry points for them to invade Eldgard from, but why does it matter to you? Big picture, I mean.”

Jo-Dan rubbed the back of his neck. “Everyone’s heard about you guys going up against the Lich Priest in the Realm of Order, right?” He started to pace as he spoke, bone wings swaying behind him as he moved. “That was important because it protected Sophia. Everyone seems to understand that. But for some reason everyone is overlooking this threat even though it’s exactly the same. Sure, it might not be one big threat like the Lich Priest, but the outcome will be the same. See, Cernunnos has his own realm, too. The Monstrous Realm. 

“The Monstrous Realm is actually just one giant tree. A world tree—an enormous dungeon—and it overlaps with the Material Realm. Every single dungeon in Eldgard is a root, all connecting back to Cernunnos’ tree. I don’t know how much you know about trees, but if the roots get diseased, the tree eventually dies. That’s science. I mean, just look around at this forest. Everything everywhere is rotting. The same thing is happening to Cernunnos. The more dungeons that fall, the more power he loses in this realm and the more power Thanatos gains. Plus, there’s something else...”

Jo faltered, pulling back the robe of his sleeve, showing off the pale flesh below. 

Pale flesh riddled with jagged black lightning bolts. 

“He’s almost won, Jack. There’s a tipping point to this kinda thing. He doesn’t need to kill all of us to take control. Just enough to tip the balance and infect the world tree. Once he does that, regular mobs will start changing. Our master won’t be Cernunnos anymore, it’ll be Thanatos. Poor Hokima?” He nudged the decapitated head with the toe of his boot. “This was him. A few days ago, he was one of us—worked in the mob to suppress the spread. As of this morning, he serves Thanatos. Or did, until Nil chopped off his head and stole his core. But if you two don’t stop Thanatos now, the rest of us will end up just like Hokima. Try to imagine how well the Alliance will fare when Lowyth is coming after you. Or me. It’s a fight you can’t win. This is endgame content, guys. Time to put up or shut up.” 

<<<>>>

Quest Update: The Road to War

While investigating a new Vogthar dungeon incursion in the Tanglewood, you have been informed by Joseph the Gravemonger that the Realm of Cernunnos is under dire threat. A deadly corruption is spreading among the dungeons and grows worse with each dungeon that falls to the Vogthar. Unless you stop Thanatos and his malignant forces, the Monstrous Realm will be permanently lost to the power of the Dread Overmind! 

Quest Class: Rare, Alliance-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Sway the War Council to your cause and launch the assault against Morsheim before it’s too late! If that isn’t possible, launch the attack yourself within three days. Time is of the essence. 

Failure: Fail to launch an invasion against Morsheim within three days. WARNING: The consequences for failure are dire! 

Reward: 20,000 EXP; +100 to Renown; Guidance of Sophia: Although Sophia will not be able to accompany you physically into Morsheim, she will aid you and all those who rally to your cause by dispatching strategic quests, which may just tip the balance in your war effort.  

Hopefully this will get those dimwits to pull their heads out of their collective asses.

<<<>>>

I dismissed the update, staring instead at Jo’s corrupted arm and those creeping bolts of black lightning spreading toward his heart. Jo-Dan was a friend, and if we didn’t help him he was going to die. Or, worse... be corrupted. Enslaved to Thanatos’ will and forced to fight against everything he believed in. And that? That wasn’t going to happen.

“You have my word, Jo,” I said, the words sticking in my throat. “I’m going to make this right. Or die trying.”  

Now all I had to do was convince every major noble in Eldgard to go along with the invasion. Killing Thanatos would probably be the easier of the two battles.
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War Council
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“ORDER!” OTTO BARKED, slapping his calloused green hands against the dark wood conference table in the center of Darkshard’s command room. The skull-sized emerald set into the center of the command table—which bore an uncanny resemblance to the stone I’d seen Nil pull from his cloak just a few hours before—smoldered to life, amplifying his voice and carrying it across the room. “I said order!” he hollered again, and this time it seemed to do the trick, cutting through the fervent murmurs like a scalpel through twine. 

Not entirely surprising. As a skilled Battle Warden, former emissary of the Òrdugh an Garda Anam—the Order of the Soulbound—and the current magistrate of the Risi capital of Glome Corrie, Abby’s NPC companion was a hard man to ignore. Especially when it looked like he was going to punch you through a wall. The fact that Arcona loomed behind him, arms crossed, glaring daggers at anyone who even thought about disrupting the peace, also helped things along. 

“Thank you, everyone,” Abby said, finally speaking as the assembled generals, faction officers, foreign diplomats, and snooty nobles fell silent. “I know everyone is on edge after the attacks last night—”

“You are damned right we are!” a pompous Imperial senator named Caius Munatius Petronax interjected, his face flushed above his pristine white toga, which was secured at the shoulder with a heavy golden clasp. “It is bad form. You and the emperor both”—he sent a withering look toward Osmark—“assured us this wretched swamp would be safe. Safe! It was against my better judgment to take rooms in this gods forsaken place, and last night only proved just how right I was and just how incompetent you all are! Rest assured I shall file a full report with the Senate as soon as this meeting is finished.” 

Caius was a native, not a Traveler, and like so many of the Imperial senators and nobles, he held a deep grudge against the Dokkalfar for wars fought and lost well before our arrival in Eldgard. He never failed to remind us of his hard-fought prejudices by being a total pain in the ass at every possible turn. He also held thinly veiled contempt for Osmark because he was an outsider and not a true Viridian Citizen. If Caius weren’t the senior-ranked senator in New Viridia, I would’ve had him thrown out on his ear weeks ago. 

But there were other ways to get a point across, and Sophia had implored me to use every means to convince these people. And, after talking with Jo, I was inclined to agree with the Overmind.

I caught the man’s eye while he raged and offered him a grim smile before pulling free Mad God’s Fury, the hammer burning with golden light and raw power. Most people didn’t really know what had happened down in the Doom Forge, except for the fact that I’d somehow defeated an Aspect of the Divine and stolen a weapon capable of killing a god. Even fewer people knew that the Doom-Forged weapon of legend was actually the key hanging around my neck—an omission I didn’t correct since the hammer was far more intimidating to the casual observer. I set the beefy weapon down on the conference table with a metallic thunk. 

“Well, that’s... I should say...” Caius sputtered, the color leaking out of his face.

“Excellent,” Abby continued. “Now, as I was saying, I know everyone is on edge after last night, so if we could keep the outbursts to a minimum and all take our seats, that would be great.” Her tone was frosty enough to chill a beer mug. 

There was a round of disgruntled mutters, accompanied by a barrage of sharp looks and the shuffling of feet as the visitors slowly took their seats. And honestly, even that didn’t go smoothly. The Darkshard Command Center was a massive room with a vaulted ceiling, an enormous marble fireplace, and dark stone walls covered in thick tapestries... but it was also designed for a single faction, and the central table held enough room for twenty members, tops, and that was when we packed folks in like sardines. 

Our War Council, however, was triple that number, so I’d had to spend nearly five thousand of the Keep’s Point Allotment to extend one wall, installing three rows of stadium-style seating. Everyone wanted a place at the central command table, of course, but that honor—if it could be called that—was reserved for faction heads, major city magistrates, actual kings, or other high-blooded royalty. The fact that both Cutter and Amara got seats probably galled people like Senator Caius to no end since he was relegated to the nose-bleed section all the way in the back. 

Even more so, since Cutter was currently lying facedown, head on arms, snoring softly. I’d never been prouder of the man in my life.

I took my own place beside Abby, prime real estate that allowed me to view everyone at the table and all the additional folks gathering in the stands. I noticed that there were a lot of very unfriendly faces staring back at me. The original Crimson Alliance members, like Anton Black, Vlad, Chief Kolle, General Caldwell, Li Xiu, and a handful of others, offered me friendly, reassuring smiles. We’ve got your back, Jack, those looks said in no uncertain terms. Others, though, were more firmly on the fences and much tougher to read. Most of those, I noted, were among Osmark’s followers. 

Erin Gallo, an Imperial Accipiter who had a tiny city way out east in the Barren Sands. Chiara Bolinger, who ran Wyrdtide with an iron fist. Alice Smythe and Elizabeth Schuler each offered me tight-lipped smiles. Hank Carter, an American steel magnate who hated Osmark, might side with me just to spite the tech billionaire, but his quicksilver temper could put us at odds just as easily. I frowned at Abubakar Mubarak, an olive-skinned Hvitalfar who ran a sizeable Dawn Elf city north of Alaunhylles called Ulysloma. The City of Petals. 

Back IRL, before the cataclysm, Abubakar had been an Egyptian arms dealer who could’ve given Carrera a run for his money in the Worst-Human-on-Earth category. The guy was a living, walking war crime. The fact that I needed his support made me feel sick to my stomach. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was how Osmark had felt when first reaching out to this same group of toxic souls during the early days when he was still trying to get V.G.O. up and off the ground before Astraea hit. 

I shook my head at just how much things had changed. How much I’d changed. True, I needed Abubakar in my corner, but hopefully I wouldn’t need to make nearly as many compromises as Osmark had. 

As for the tech billionaire himself, he and Sandra took their seats just to my right. All eyes, even the most unfriendly in the room, followed his every movement. Weighing. Judging. Evaluating. I had no idea what dirt Osmark had on these people, but they belonged to him heart and soul. Hopefully he would side with me on this issue, but I had no guarantees. As far as I knew, he and I were still on good terms—relatively speaking—but he’d been ducking me as effectively as Sophia had. A lot was riding on him, and he was a wild card. 

The rest of the crowd was a far more varied lot. 

We had representatives from each of the six named Dokkalfar tribes, a couple of Legion generals, the three members of the Accipiter Merchant Trimerite—a regal-looking woman and two older gentlemen with sleek beards—and a contingent of Dwarven diplomats. That group was spearheaded by none other than the stumpy Captain Raginolf, who’d been instrumental in helping us gain access to Stone Reach and finishing the Doom Forge quest line. Since our escapades beneath the city, Raginolf had been reinstated as the Arch Merkismathr of the Stone Reach Guard Corps, then assigned to assist us in the war effort. 

Thank God.

Raginolf was a powerful friend, and if any of the foreign diplomats were firmly in our corner, it was him. He was gruff, grouchy, and as prickly as a disgruntled porcupine, but after completing my last quest, I was practically a living saint in his book. The Dwarves were a particularly pious people, and wielding the weapon of a god put me just a hair beneath most Aspects, it seemed.

Both the head of the Smugglers Union, Maylor “Four-Teeth” Fane, and the Gentlemen’s Gentleman were present, and sitting right next to Sir Brandon Berrick, no less. As the former Seneschal of the Inquisitors’ Harrowick Chapter Hall and the recently promoted High Commander of the Inquisitors, I was sure there was no love lost between Berrick and his thiefly counterparts. A fact painfully evident by all the dirty looks Berrick kept casting at both Gavin and, for reasons I could only begin to guess at, Cutter. Not that Cutter noticed, since he was still half asleep on the table. War certainly made some interesting bedfellows.  

Interestingly enough, Berrick also stole more than a few long looks at Amara, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he looked sad. Regret lingered in his eyes, but I couldn’t understand how the Inquisitor even knew Amara.

“Thank you so much for coming on such short notice,” Abby said, standing. “I know we didn’t have another meeting scheduled until next week, but given the circumstances, Jack and I thought it was prudent to assemble and discuss our options.”

“One attack, it is not such a big thing, I think,” came a retort from Ashur eil Akhiqar, First Merchant of the Ankaran Trimerite. He dry-washed his hands as he spoke. “True, it was unexpected, but that is no reason for hasty action, yes?” He was a rather tall Accipiter with tawny wings and flowing white robes edged with gold and studded with enough gemstones to make flying seem improbable. Accipiters had hollow bones and armor class restrictions for a reason, after all. 

“It’s more than just one attack,” I said, unable to hold in my frustration. “It shows that Thanatos is getting desperate. It’s a clear demonstration that we can’t sit behind our walls and expect this thing to pass by us. I know no one here wants to march into Morsheim, spells blazing, swords swinging, but the window to act is closing.” 

I pulled free the corrupted dungeon heart Jo-Dan had liberated from the Overhang and slammed it down onto the table. “We’re losing ground on every front. Even the dungeons are teetering on the risk of collapse. The Vogthar captured sixteen new dungeons last night. Sixteen. Abby and I met with Jo-Dan and Lowyth this morning, and I’m telling you, we’re on the verge of losing everything. We can’t afford to talk any longer. We need to act. Now.”

Ashur eil Akhiqar frowned, considering the stone, then shrugged. “What is this to us? The Vogthar have largely left us in the Barren Sands in peace. In our eyes, this is a problem of the East. But we? We are of the West, and the West has little concern for the affairs of hostile powers. You want us to march to war, but what benefit is there to us?”

“Everyone’s fate is at stake,” I snapped. “You think Thanatos is going to overlook you? He’s not interested in half measures, Your Grace. He’s going to burn it all down unless we stop him. Ankara included.”

“So says you.” The Accipiter sniffed dismissively. “How do we even know any of this is true? It is your word, but none of us have ever seen the Realm of Order. Or come face-to-face with these Overminds you speak so certainly of. Me. Well, call me impious if you will, but I think the gods are the musings of men. Men who are eager to control others. In the merchant business, there are only two things—onur ve altin. Honor and gold, as my people say. I see no gold, and, if I am honest...” He paused, a wicked sneer curling the side of his mouth. “I question the honor of your word.” 

“Hear, hear!” Caius shouted, standing from his seat. “The robed fowl speaks the truth!” The other Accipiters assembled in the crowd glowered at the senator’s distasteful remark, but Caius effortlessly shrugged off their disapproving stares. “So what if a few dungeons fall? The citizenry never worried over the troubles of monsters before these, these”—he twirled one hand—“these Travelers appeared. My job is to look after the best interest of Imperial Citizens, not to kowtow to monsters who are as likely to eat us as speak to us. Nor is it to bend the knee to some darky rebel leader with wild, improbable tales. A man who, frankly, should have his head adorning a pole outside the gates of New Viridia for insurrection!”

Chaos erupted, shouts and jeers filling the air as Dokkalfar war chiefs drew steel, ready to chop the bloviating blowhard down where he stood.

“Order!” Otto bellowed, spittle flying from his lips as he tried to bring some semblance of restraint to the proceedings. But it seemed impossible. We needed to win this, but I could feel us losing the room, losing momentum by the second. It was all slipping through my fingers, and I had no idea how to fix it. This was the way, the only way, but short of Sophia popping up and giving the pitch herself, how was I going to convince them? 

Caius was hollering, fervently calling for a vote of No Confidence, and though I was only half listening, it seemed more than a few Council members were giving him their ear. Great.

Osmark leaned into me, placing one hand on my shoulder and squeezing. “Bureaucrats,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. I squirmed as the key against my chest began to thrum with latent energy. Odd. Probably just the stress of the situation. “You did your best,” he continued, “but why don’t you let me take a run at it? You’re still new to this side of things, but I’ve been handling hostile committees and cutthroat board members for twenty years. There’s an art to it that takes time to master.” He gave my shoulder one more quick squeeze, then moved in a blink. 

A deafening shot rang out, cutting through the pandemonium in a single decisive instant. Osmark stood, his face calm and unreadable, a steampunk repeater lifted straight up above him, a trail of steam curling up from the barrel. 

“That will be quite enough from you, Senator,” he said, his voice as hard and unforgiving as Dwarven steel. “In fact, another word out of you and I’ll see that you are removed from the roster entirely and pressed into service as a lowly velites. We’ll see just how well you fare in the first wave.” The senator’s eyes bulged in his head, and he promptly shut his mouth, dropping into his seat, even though it looked like a vein might pop in his forehead. “Now, if you are all done, then let me speak.” Slowly Osmark lowered the repeater, setting it on the table, muzzle pointed directly at Caius in warning. 

“Our Crimson Alliance allies are right,” he continued after a pregnant pause. “I understand your hesitation. Truly I do. You are concerned with governing your cities and principalities. Worried about inflation, trade routes, and Imperial tax increases. You lose sleep over bandits, raiders, and the thieves hiding among you. Most of you simply have no time to think of the esoteric realities of the gods—it is the affairs of men that concern you.” His face hardened as he looked at each member of the War Council in turn. “But that needs to change. 

“My time spent in the Shattered Realms was illuminating, honored guests, and I know exactly how this ends if we fail to act. It ends in ruin. I, for one, have done too much,” he said, “to preserve humanity for it to end like this, murdered by the lazy cowardice of entitled bureaucrats when we have a legitimate chance of averting disaster. I have already borne witness to one world-ending catastrophe. I won’t be party to another. We have no guarantee of victory if we pursue this path—we may well lose—but I can guarantee that if we do nothing, we die. Which is why New Viridia will march with the Alliance, and so will any ally faithful to the Ever-Victorious Empire.”

“Obviously, we’re in,” I said, breaking the palpable tension that had filled the room. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’d rather die on my feet and fighting with hope on the horizon than crouched in some dusty corner with only despair for comfort.”

“What if we refuse to go along, huh?” Hank Carter asked in his Texas twang, rubbing at the edge of his jaw with one finger, a dangerous gleam in his eye. “Seems to me, Osmark, that if you and Grim Jack here are leading the charge... Well, you might not even need support from some of the smaller factions like my own. Might be, I’d like to sit this one out and mind my own business. Long term, what happens if I refuse to play ball?”

“Short term, nothing,” Osmark said with a shrug. “Most likely because we will all be dead or enslaved as a result.” He paused, his feral grin slipping away as he leaned forward, palms pressed against the table. “But long term? Long term, if you, if any of you”—he swept his flinty gaze around the room—“refuse to march and we somehow manage to defeat Thanatos, then mark my words, I will make it my singular purpose to grind you and your cities into dust. I will sack your high walls. Raze your buildings. And make sure your head adorns a stake outside the gates of New Viridia.” He cast an especially long look at Caius. “Don’t forget the last person to try to play games with me, Hank. Not unless you envy Sizemore.”

The former steel tycoon paled visibly, licking his lips as he raised his hands. “Fair ’nough. Just asking questions. Didn’t say I wouldn’t march with you.”

“But,” Osmark said, righting himself and straightening his jacket, “I am not an unreasonable man. I firmly believe in multifaceted leadership, and that means I have a carrot to go along with my stick.” He waved a hand, and Sandra stood smoothly, pulling out several bound scrolls impressed with the Imperial Sigil. “Although I have been absent lately, I can assure you all that I have been very busy. After consulting with senators, court ambassadors, and prefects across Eldgard, I have come up with a number of policies that will benefit everyone present, without exception.

“Honored Trimerite.” He plucked a scroll from Sandra’s outstretched hand and tossed it to Ashur eil Akhiqar. “Reduced tariffs on all Ankaran silks, and we’ll remove our Legion forces from Kakoro. To the honorable Arch Merkismathr Raginolf of Stone Reach, you’ve always wanted unrestricted trade, free from Imperial taxes, with Glome Corrie. Consider it done.” He tossed a scroll to the squat Dwarf. “I have drafted lucrative incentives for every group here, including my own faction allies. Do this, and we’re even. All old sins forgotten. You will hold no debt to me or the Empire, past whatever new deals you may strike going forward.”

“And what of us?” Chief Dao said, rising from her seat in the back. She was the First Seat of the Dark Conclave and the de facto leader of the Murk Elves after me. “What promises would you make for the Clans, Emperor?” She was a squat sparkplug with shoulders as broad as any man, and she was not a woman to be trifled with. 

“Of course,” Osmark said with a tight-lipped smile. “We surely haven’t forgotten about you, Chief Dao. I said no exceptions, after all. Here.” He lobbed a bound scroll her way. “You’ll find a proposal for a permanent truce between the Empire and the Alliance, and, to sweeten the pot, there are a number of Dokkalfar relics currently in the Imperial Archive. I believe they hold significant cultural significance to you and your kind. We will release all of them back into your care once this business is finished.”

“No,” Caius stammered, regaining his feet, fists curling into tight balls. “Now this is simply outrageous. Outrageous! These treaties will decimate the power of the Empire! You can’t do this! The Citizens will revolt. The senators will expel you from office! There will be a riot! A coup!” 

Osmark picked up the pistol, faster than a striking cobra, and fired off a single shot, which grazed Caius’ cheek, leaving a smear of blood in its wake. “As I said, that will be quite enough from you, Senator. I understand there will be significant repercussions, but I’ll worry about those after the world is safe.” He stowed the pistol in a holster at his side. “All of these agreements will take effect immediately, but they are conditional. You must agree to follow the lead of the Crimson Alliance and Grim Jack Shadowstrider as the Supreme War Commander. That is the deal, and it is a nonnegotiable.”

Ashur eil Akhiqar looked up from the scroll, already unrolled in his bronzed hands. Greed burned in his golden eyes. “It is done. We shall fight.” 

“Then let’s put it to a vote,” I said, the world trembling all around me. Osmark for the MVP win. I hadn’t been expecting any of this, but apparently Sophia really had been preparing the way for me. “All in favor, say aye. Those opposed, say nay.”

The ayes carried it resoundingly. Only Caius offered a dissenting vote, and that was no more than a scared whimper. I received a Quest Alert, letting me know that Sophia was with us in spirit, even if not in person. 

<<<>>>

Quest Update: The Road to War

Congratulations! Impossibly, you’ve managed to convince the Eldgard War Council to launch an assault against Morsheim and with you as Supreme War Commander, no less. But now the true test of skill and loyalty lies ahead. You still must marshal the combined forces of Eldgard and lead the attack through the gates and into the heart of the Dark Realm! And don’t forget the clock is ticking—you have two days. 

Quest Class: Rare, Alliance-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success: Sway the War Council to your cause and launch the assault against Morsheim before it’s too late! If that isn’t possible, launch the attack yourself within three days. Time is of the essence. 

Failure: Fail to launch an invasion against Morsheim within three days. WARNING: The consequences for failure are dire! 

Reward: 20,000 XP; +100 to Renown; Guidance of Sophia: Although Sophia will not be able to accompany you physically into Morsheim, she will aid you and all those who rally to your cause by dispatching strategic quests, which may just tip the balance in your war effort.  

<<<>>>

“Good,” Abby said, clearly trying to rein in her shock. “Glad that’s settled. Now, we all know what needs to be done. We’ve planned this thing down to the last detail for the past two weeks.” 

She leaned forward and waved her hand above the green gem embedded in the table. A floating vision of Morsheim promptly appeared, along with a layout of the outlying Vogthar-controlled towns and a number of other strategic points we’d need to secure before capturing the Necropolis itself. The map was further marked to hell with designations of troop movements, supply lines, aerial bombardments, campsites, and a thousand other pieces of information.

“Hate ta be the bearer of bad news,” Raginolf said. His seat let out a squeal of thankful relief as he stood to be recognized. The man was short, but he was awfully broad and probably weighed twice what I did. “But there’s still one wee little thing we haven’t figured out yet. The plan to take the outer city. Well, it’s bold—risky, even—but ah think we can do it. But no one has explained to me exactly how we plan to gain the inner city of Skálaholt, what with it being tucked away behind that mystic barrier.”

My belly clenched at the remark. I’d been hoping no one would bring that up, but of course Raginolf would. He wasn’t stupid. 

“I’m not saying no, ah course. Ya lot did the impossible, far as I’m concerned. Put Khalkeús to rest, Divines bless his soul,” Raginolf said, making the sign of Aediculus. “But this seems like a suicide mission. Assuming the gates work—and that’s a great, big bloody assumption—we’ll be cut off from reinforcements indefinitely. Do ya just expect us to siege the Necropolis for months? Starve out the Vogs? Because Ah can assure you, we will starve on Morsheim’s icy plains long before they do.” He crossed his beef-slab arms. “Without a way to access Skálaholt and disable the shield generator... Well, this is a fool’s errand.”

There were a number of challenges to taking Thanatos’ Necropolis in Morsheim, but the single largest hurdle was that the inner city of Skálaholt was encased in a seemingly impenetrable barrier, crafted by Thanatos himself. Even if we took the outer city, the only way to get to Thanatos was to siege him out. Either that or find a way to infiltrate the inner city and bring that energy barrier down. 

“Don’t worry about breaching Skálaholt’s shields,” I said, sounding far more confident than I felt. We did have a plan to take down the shields. Reckless. Iffy. Deadly. But a plan nonetheless. “There are things I can’t disclose even inside our own War Council.” I very pointedly spared a look for Caius. 

“There are cards we’re holding close to the chest for now, but trust me when I say we have a way to take care of that. You just worry about showing up. We have two days until we march, people. Make your preparations to depart.” The words were iron. No-nonsense. Implacable. “Everyone is dismissed except for the core Crimson Alliance officers. We have a few more line items to discuss before we can break.”
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Choices, Choices, Choices
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I TOOK A DEEP, UNEASY breath as everyone trickled out of the Command Center save for the handful of Alliance officers we’d asked to remain behind. The handful that stayed—all members of the old guard and close friends—took their seats around the now emptied command table, most of them looking exhausted by the events of the morning. And they had good reason to be wrung out. After weeks of infighting and quibbling about a thousand little details, we’d finally managed to seal the deal. 

Honestly, I’d been deeply unsure how things were going to shake out, but the fact that Osmark had spoken up and fully committed his forces right on the spot had been a game changer. Without him, it was likely our shaky foreign alliances would’ve fallen apart completely, dooming us all in the process. True, the Alliance still would’ve attacked anyway—and we would’ve used every dirty trick in the book—but our chances of winning were slim even with all of Eldgard’s forces rallied behind us. Taking a run at Thanatos all by our lonesome would’ve been playing Russian roulette with a full chamber. 

All that was behind us, however, and there were only a few things left to do before we launched our invasion. 

The biggest of those things was upgrading our faction abilities—something we’d been putting off since I’d acquired the Reality Editor. Turned out, taking down Khalkeús was no small feat; not only had it earned me a new personal level, but it had also pushed the Crimson Alliance up to a level 4 faction, unlocking 5 new Proficiency Points, and, coincidentally, making the Alliance the top-tier faction in all of Eldgard. An accomplishment which gave me an immense sense of satisfaction, considering even the Ever-Victorious Empire was only level 3.

As much as this was life and death—and it certainly was—I was still a gamer at heart, and being at the top of the leaderboard felt good. Though, Osmark was still the level leader for personal character. Which was insane, considering the ridiculous number of legendary and Death-Head quests I’d managed to finish since entering V.G.O. It made me wonder what in the heck Osmark had done during his time in-game to achieve such a phenomenal level. Part of me wanted to write him off as being a dirty cheater, but I knew there was way more to it than that. 

Begrudgingly, I had to admit the guy was good and a real gamer at heart. 

“Okay,” I said dismissing thoughts of the tech billionaire. “It’s time, guys. We can’t put it off anymore.” With a wave of my hand, I brought up our Faction Interface screen. All of our stats hung in the air for the assembled members to see, including the highlighted unspent point total.

Cutter groaned audibly. “Bloody hell, Jack. This? Again? You do know I got married yesterday, eh? Perhaps, as an appropriate wedding gift, you could let me leave early and get a run on my honeymoon drinking binge.” 

“Nonsense,” Amara replied with a sniff, shooting Cutter a flat, unamused glare. “My husband jokes. Surely the Spymaster of the Alliance would not be shirking his duty. It would be dishonorable.”

“Shirking is an awfully weak word, I’d say,” Cutter replied, leaning back in his seat and lacing his fingers together behind his head. “More like diligently avoiding. Is that better?” He cocked his head to the side. “Eh, it’ll do. Yes, definitely more in a diligently avoiding manner.”

“My love,” Amara said, somehow making the words as sharp as a knife blade and more deadly than any threat. 

“Bah, fine,” he said, throwing his hands up in sheer frustration. “Bloody hell, woman, I’ll stay. Let me just settle back and mentally prepare myself for whatever fresh hell Jack has cooked up for us.” He turned a sour gaze on me. “So what’s it going to be this time, eh? Instead of just picking bloody Battle-Craft for the war, what mad scheme are you thinking of? Wait, wait.” He held up a hand to stop me, then called up a skill tree with an effort of will. 

<<<>>>
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“LET ME GUESS. YOU WANT us to invest all our points into the Merchant-Craft Skill Tree, maybe.” He grinned manically and snapped his fingers. “Right. If I were you—bat-shite loony—I’d drop all our points into Barter, Investor, Entrepreneur, Caravan, and then one into Engineering. No one sees that coming, eh? Then, maybe I’d try to build some kind of giant wooden horse. We would use all our merchant skills to somehow sell the horse to Thanatos—turning a sizeable profit in the process—then, in the cover of night, we launch an invasion by activating a portal we stowed inside the horse. Am I about on track?” he asked, flicking the Merchant-Craft Skill Tree away in disgust. 

I couldn’t help but smile as I looked around the room and noticed that everyone was looking at me, completely deadpan.

“What?” Abby finally said with a shrug, fighting back a smile. “It’s not like he’s totally wrong. I mean, we’ve been waiting for almost two weeks for you to decide what you want to do, and honestly, the magical portal Trojan-horse thing does sound a lot like a Jack plan.”

“To be fair,” Vlad said, pulling free his pipe, which he promptly began filling with potent smelling tobacco, “is not bad plan. Could get those stuffy Accipiter merchants to lend hand, da? Also. Agreed. It is very Jack.”

I laughed out loud, the sound pure and somehow clean after all of the tension of the previous meeting. The sound spread around the room, contagious as the plague, until it filled every throat and leeched some of the fear from the room. 

“Yeah, okay. None of you are wrong,” I offered as the laughter finally subsided. “But this time I think we just play it straight up. All five points into Battle-Craft.” 

The room promptly fell into shocked silence.

“Surely this is some sort of jest,” Otto rumbled, leaning forward, bulky forearms planted on the table. “Abby told me about an event your people celebrate called April Fools. Am I being fooled? We’ve been asking you to pick Battle-Craft skills since the beginning, yet now you do so when the most obvious course of action is to form a plan outside of the box?” He shook his head, brow creasing in thought. “It makes no sense. Surely it is wiser to lean into our strengths at this point. And, as much as it pains me at times, unconventional warcraft is our greatest strength.” 

“But that’s the thing,” I said, nearly bouncing in my seat. “We’re always making plans that are outside the box. And Thanatos knows that, so he’s going to be expecting something clever. So instead, we play against his expectations by zigging where he expects us to zag. That’s how we subvert expectations. This time, we lean hard into Battle-Craft—which actually makes the most sense in this scenario because we’re not the underdog anymore. I mean, sure, the chances of us taking down Thanatos are slim, but we have all of Eldgard behind us now. 

“Really think about it, guys,” I said. “We’re no longer outnumbered, and for the first time since Rowanheath, we’re not playing a defensive war. Heck, even at Rowanheath, that wasn’t a real siege—it was pure guerrilla warfare. And we only pulled that off because no one expected us to attack. Thanatos, though, he analyzes data—that’s literally his purpose. There’s no way he won’t be ready for a move like that. Plus, this time, we’re actually the aggressor. We’re moving in force and conducting a more or less standard siege and invasion, which is exactly what Battle-Craft skills were intended for. I know this sounds crazy, and I’m open to hearing some other options, but I think this is the best way to go.”

The room was quiet, save for the squeak of leather as people shifted uncertainly in their seats, weighing my words. 

Chief Kolle was the first to break the tense silence. “Your reasoning seems sound, and your judgment so far has been wise, Jack. What skills were you thinking of?”

“Glad you asked,” I replied, toggling through the faction menu with a thought and bringing up the Battle-Craft Skill Tree for everyone to see.

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

“I’VE GIVEN THIS QUITE a bit of thought over the past couple of weeks. Obviously, we’ll need to pick up Command Presence since that’s the prerequisite that opens all other skill tree paths. From there, though, I think we should pick up Siege-Craft for obvious reasons, then invest the rest of the points into the left-hand path—Zeal, Dread, and Battle Prowess. I think one of the greatest benefits we have as a faction is the people right here in this room, and Zeal, Dread, and Battle Prowess are all directly tied to the Command Presence ability. As long as we are personally willing to be on the field, those three skills should give us more bang for our buck than just about anything else.” 

I pulled up each, reading them over. 

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Command Presence

An army is only as good as its leader—incompetence at the top trickles down, but so too does valor, skill, and wisdom. Command Presence factors in both the ability and notoriety of the faction commander and the direct field-presence of faction officers, adding additional buffs or debuffs to warriors under their command. Non ducor duco – I am not led; I lead!

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Command Presence Bonus is applied when calculating buffs, debuffs, and additional percentage bonuses to skills and abilities in the Battle-Craft Skill Tree. Unlike other faction abilities, which are permanently maxed out and cannot be changed, the Command Presence Bonus continues to scale as the faction commander and faction officers level and increase in Renown. The total Command Presence Bonus is the combined value of the Faction Leader Bonus and the Field Officer Bonus.

Effect 2: Faction Leader Bonus is applied to all faction members, regardless of whether the faction commander is physically in range. Faction Leader Bonus = (.1 x Faction Leader character level) + (.001 x Faction Leader Renown). Restriction: Max increase is 9%. 

Effect 3: Field Officer Bonus is derived from the highest-ranking faction officer present on the field of battle (this can also be the faction leader) and is applied to all faction members within an area of command. Field Officer Bonus = (.1 x Field Officer character level) + (.001 x Field Officer Renown). Restriction: Max increase is 12%. 

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Siege-Craft

Although the prowess of any army is said to be built on the back of the infantry, there is something to be said about victory through overwhelming, superior firepower. Siege weapons can level the field of battle, lending advantage to a smaller force or, conversely, helping to bring the most strongly entrenched enemy to its knees. Although siege weapons are also often used in defense of faction-held cities and territories, the Siege-Craft skill favors the bold of action. As they say, Audentes fortuna iuvat – Fortune favors the bold!

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Durability of all siege weapons increased by 5% + (Command Presence Bonus). 

Effect 2: Attack range for all range-based siege weapons increased by 2% + (Command Presence Bonus) while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories.

Effect 3: Ammunition costs and cooldown times for siege weapons reduced by 2% + (Commanding Presence Bonus) while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories.

Special Ability: Players designated as “Chief Siege Engine Operators” unlock the Special Reclaim ability. Once per day per (10) character levels, Chief Siege Engine Operators can instantly destroy their siege rig, reclaiming 75% of the crafted material (allowing for weight encumbrance)—ensuring siege weapons never fall into enemy hands! 

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Battle Prowess

Wars are won or lost in the swing of a hammer or on the edge of a sword—and the difference been the conqueror and the conquered is sometimes only the difference of a single keen blade. Battle Prowess prepares the warrior of action to receive and engage the enemy, granting them small, yet potentially powerful boons that may just shift the tide. The motto of those on the front line must always be Acta non verba – Deeds, not words. 

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: 2% + (Command Presence Bonus) increased damage to all enemies while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories. 

Effect 2: 2% + (Command Presence Bonus) increased Base Armor for all faction members while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories. 

Effect 3: 2% + (Command Presence Bonus) increased attack range for all range-based weapons and range-based spells while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories.

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Zeal

Nothing inspires warriors like a general who isn’t afraid to lead from the front and get their hands dirty. Inspire those around you as you cut down your enemies and storm their high walls! Zeal increases troop morale during a coordinated assault, bolsters confidence in the face of opposition, and helps prevent an ailment so common among soldiers: Morale Failure! Aut viam inveniam aut faciam – I will either find a way or make one!

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Zeal is automatically triggered when any faction officer is physically present on the field while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories. Zeal can only be used when a combined total of fifty or more combatants are in play for a given encounter. 

Effect 2: For every faction officer present on the field of battle: +1% increase to Base Armor, Attack Strength, Spell Strength, and Critical Hit.  

Effect 3: Morale of all faction-bound Players and NPCs increases by 1% + (Command Presence Bonus), making them less likely to revolt and more likely to hold the line, while also decreasing the chance of Morale Failure by 2% + (Command Presence Bonus).

Special Ability: Once per day a faction officer can activate a special War of the Righteous buff, rallying all the troops within an area of command. The Physical Attack Damage, Health regeneration rate, and Armor Rating of all affected troops is increased by 2% for every 5% of total Health lost in battle; duration, 15 minutes. Conversely, all Experience earned while under the War of the Righteous buff is reduced by 50%! 

<<<>>>

Faction Ability: Dread

Nothing petrifies an enemy more than a general who isn’t afraid to lead from the front and get their hands dirty. Strike terror into the heart of your enemies as you mercilessly cut them down and storm their high walls! Dread decreases enemy morale during a coordinated assault, tears down their confidence in the face of opposition, and causes an ailment so common among soldiers: Morale Failure! Flectere si nequeo superos, acheronta movebo – If I cannot move Heaven, I will raise Hell! 

Faction Ability Type/Level: Passive/Max Level

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Dread is automatically triggered when any faction officer is physically present on the field while battling in enemy-controlled townships, cities, or territories. Dread can only be used when a combined total of fifty or more combatants are in play for a given encounter. 

Effect 2: For every faction officer present on the field of battle: -1% decrease to enemy Base Armor, Attack Strength, Spell Strength, and Critical Hit.  

Effect 3: Morale of all enemy Players and NPCs decreases by 1% + (Command Presence Bonus), making them more likely to revolt and less likely to hold the line, while also increasing the chance of Morale Failure by 2% + (Command Presence Bonus).

Special Ability: Once per day a faction officer can activate a special Route debuff, which affects all enemy troops within an area of command. All affected enemy troops suffer an additional 5% + (Commanding Presence Bonus) chance to suffer Morale Failure; if they succumb to Morale Failure, they will experience a sense of overwhelming dread and flee from the battle in utter terror; duration, 15 minutes. 

<<<>>>

“This all seems very reasonable,” Cutter said, frowning as I finished reading over each skill. “Which is how I know it’s all a giant bloody lie. I know you, Jack. Know you better than just about anyone in all of bloody Eldgard, and I know this isn’t the real plan. You’re up to something, I just haven’t sussed out what it is yet.” He paused, his frown deepening into a grimace, and I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. “I’m sure of it. There’s something you’re not telling us. 

“In the meeting—which I was totally paying attention to, regardless of how hungover I looked—someone brought up the mystic shield protecting the inner city, Skálaholt,” he continued. “You said you have a way in, but so far as I know, that’s not true. And, all the Battle-Craft skills in the world won’t help us take a city tucked away beneath an impenetrable dome of magic. So, either you were lying then, which you are terrible at—and I should know, since I am an expert liar—or you’re hiding something. So, spill it. What’s your sneaky master plan, eh?”

I shot another conspiratorial glance toward Abby, who nodded in return—though she looked deeply troubled by what we were about to propose. 

“Anton, did you bring them?” I asked quietly.

“Of course I did,” our High Elf Quartermaster said, pulling a dark leather bag from his inventory and setting it on the table. “Though finding even this many was a challenge, I have to admit,” he continued, words clipped. “I have no idea what you two are up to, but I’ll be glad to be rid of these things. They feel twisted, even through the bag. Having them that close”—he shuddered—“well, it’s like rubbing your hand through an oil slick.”

Amara moved with lightning speed, snatching the bag up and loosening the drawstring. Genuine shock capered across her face as she pulled free the first item in the bag. A dagger with a double-edged blade of black folded steel and an ornate ebony handle, intricately carved with scenes of torture and brutality. The pommel, heavy and round, bore a demonic face with curling horns and needle-sharp teeth, eager and ready to pierce flesh and drink blood. A Black Hexblade of Serth-Rog. A near identical copy of the dagger I’d used to kill Carrera and send him to Morsheim what felt like a lifetime ago.

Gingerly, Amara set the blade on the table, tip pointed inward, then drew out a second, third, fourth, and fifth dagger, each one as twisted and malignant as the last. She lined them up in a row before wiping her fingers across the table as though they’d been coated in something especially foul. With so many blades present, the reek of rotten fruit and decaying meat quickly filled the air, somehow sickly sweet and pungent all at the same time. 

“Just what in the bloody hell are the two of you playing at, eh?” Cutter asked, eyes gleaming with suspicion. 

“We do have a plan, though I don’t think anyone is going to be happy about it,” I replied, surveying the daggers and the dark waves of hate radiating off of them. “You actually weren’t totally wrong with your Trojan-horse theory. The Spider Queen said something to me earlier today that cemented the idea in my head. She said, you fight at the head of every battle. She told me I make myself a target. The thing is, she’s not wrong. I do that, and everyone knows it, including Thanatos. My plan is to make sure I’m everywhere. In every battle I can find, all eyes on me. And the Battle-Craft game plan, all built around the Command Presence strategy, is designed to draw Thanatos’ attention. To make him think we’re committed to playing straight up—”

“While you actually slip around and shank him right in the bloody kidney,” Cutter finished in a near whisper. “It’s classic misdirection. Maybe you wouldn’t have made such a miserable thief after all,” he said. 

“But this is all of them?” Abby asked Anton, raising a questioning eyebrow. “I mean, it’ll do, I suppose, but I honestly expected we’d turn up more than five Hexblades.”

Anton shrugged narrow shoulders, lips pursed. “We have more Malware weapons than I know what to do with, Abby, but the Hexblades have become increasingly rare. It seems we weren’t the only ones looking for these things. According to the Ministry of Whispers, the Darklings have also been collecting the weapons on the down low, bringing them all back to Morsheim for repurposing—whatever that is supposed to mean.”

“It’s fine,” I said with a shake of my head. “We can do it with five.”

“Assuming they work the way we think they do,” Abby said. 

“I talked with Sandra, and she seemed to think they would,” I replied, “and for better or worse, I think we’re going to have to take her at her word. Plus, there is an account floating around about some Templar who died by Hexblade and managed to fight their way back. Haven’t been able to get a name yet, but it seems to hold water. Certainly, it confirms Sandra’s theory. Though how she pieced it together to begin with is still a mystery.” I trailed off, thinking about Osmark’s assistant. “I don’t know what game she and Osmark are playing, but they’re definitely working some angle, though damned if I can figure out what it is.”

“Why did Cutter and I not know about this?” Amara snapped, drawing a blade of her own and slamming it down into the table. “Surely such a plan should’ve been shared with your Spymaster at the very least.”

“You guys had so much going on with the wedding,” Abby said, reaching over and taking one of Amara’s hands in her own. “We didn’t want to trouble you with this, especially since we were hoping we might find a better solution, long term. Sadly, that hasn’t panned out.” 

“Aww,” Cutter said. “Jack, you got me the perfect wedding present after all. Less work. You know me so well.”

“What about the stand-ins?” Abby asked, ignoring Cutter completely. A wise move in most instances.

“I had to guess at the composition of the final away team,” Anton said, reaching out a hand and taking command of the Darkshard emerald. A player profile immediately appeared on the screen. It wasn’t me, but the guy could’ve passed for my brother. At a distance anyway. “But I’ve managed to identify convincing doppelgangers for anyone you might want to take with you, and I’ve tagged a few Illusionists, who will be on standby just in case.”

“Excuse me,” Chief Kolle finally interjected, confusion on his face. “But I fail to understand this plan. What exactly is it you hope to do with these blades?” 

“Well it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Cutter said with a smirk. “Not only is it misdirection, it’s misdirection paired with a classic bait and switch—though I imagine it’s going to hurt like bloody hell. Don’t particularly fancy dying again, I have to admit.”

“Dying?” Chief Kolle asked.

“Yep,” I said, picking up one of the Hexblades and carefully turning it over in my hands. “These bad boys are a one-way ticket into Skálaholt. At least we hope so. Only one way to find out for certain, but before we do that, we need to take the outer city. So, unless anyone has any other objections, let’s get ready to march. The Necropolis isn’t going to topple itself...”   
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The Gates
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TWO DAYS LATER, PLANS made, orders sent, and troops deployed, I found myself on the sweeping ramparts that stood guard outside of New Viridia. The wind tousled my hair, tugged at my cloak, and carried the scent of humanity to my nose—old BO, the smoky odor of campfires, the char of grilled meat, and the thick grease of siege weapons. Below me, in the crescent-shaped fields outside the main gates, milled a sea of people too large to count. There were troops from every race, every clan, and every class down there. 

Shadowmancers, like me. Artificers. Firebrands and Frostlocks. Illusionists and Battle Wardens. Corsairs, Warlocks, and Thieves. So many different variations it was hard to fathom. 

I spotted the fluttering banners of the Ak-Hani and the Lisu, two of the six named Dokkalfar clans. They were camped slightly apart from the rest of the Eldgardians. Their gray-skinned warriors waited in loose formations without any discernable rhyme or reason, though I knew they would be ready to fight when the time came. I watched, captivated as a group of Na-Ang cavalry mounted their Rippers—huge giraffe-like creatures, though these were covered in barbed black iron plates and had razor-edged hooves sharper than a master smith’s blade. The Rippers weren’t native to the Storme Marshes, but rather lived in the deep grasses to the north. The Murk Elves considered them prized battle mounts. 

The Ever-Victorious Army stood in sharp contrast to the seemingly unorganized Murk Elf clans, arrayed in orderly formations waiting for the call to march. Though they held their composure well enough, even from a distance it was easy to see how many of them shifted on nervous feet, constantly sharpening weapons or triple-checking armor. And no wonder. They’d be first through the breach—the front line that would bear the brunt of the assault on their polished shields, hacking through bodies with their stubby swords. Legion officers, marked out by their red-crested helms, and Inquisition Clerics worked through the ranks, offering words of encouragement or the occasional battle buff.

Among the crowd lingered elite Janissaries, ready to deploy anywhere on the battlefield at a moment’s notice with muskets blazing and powdered grenades flying with uncanny precision.

There were battalions of Skyraiders—Accipiter aerial fighters from the court in Ankara—Svartalfar Iron Horses of the Northern Reaches, and the Hvitalfar Deathhawks.  

Off to the right waited the mounted cavalry, sitting astride every conceivable type of creature: Crimson-furred Battle Wargs. Bus-sized Stone Salamanders with their fat-padded tails. Graceful Sunglow Chimeras, each with the head of a golden lion. Feathered Griffins, common to high-ranking Inquisitors and Imperials alike.

And then there were the siege weapons: colossal machines of stone and steel, wood and iron, powered by steam and ready to unleash wholesale devastation on the Vogthar and the Darkling traitors rallying to Thanatos’ banner. 

Honestly, the scope of it all was daunting.

All the more so because this was only one of three groups, and not even the largest—which was currently camped outside Rowanheath’s walls, waiting on me. The War Council had decided that three independent armies, attacking from three separate locations, fighting on three different fronts, would give us a significant advantage long term. 

The most impressive thing of all, however, was not the assembled troops or the deadly siege engines, but the way we were going to get them all to Morsheim. Dead ahead, a set of free-standing double doors dominated the horizon, blotting out the Timberland Grove just south of the Imperial capital. Or what remained of the grove, anyway, since so many of the trees had been leveled to provide the enormous amount of wood necessary for the architectural monstrosities. Leafy elms, old-growth sugar maples, and gnarled birch trees all gone—leaving only sad stumps to remind everyone of what had once been there. 

The doors dwarfed the tallest buildings in New Viridia and were the work of hundreds of engineers, architects, Artificers, and Weaponeers. They didn’t lead anywhere. At least not yet. I reached up and ran nervous fingers along the length of the Reality Editor around my neck. In just a few seconds that would all change. Hopefully. 

A message pinged in my ear, but I already knew exactly what would be inside. The words I’d been waiting, and simultaneously dreading, to hear. 

It’s time.

With a thought I conjured Devil, then patted the enormous Drake reassuringly on the snout and pulled myself into the saddle with practiced ease. Devil took a few loping strides and leapt from the side of the ramparts, his wings snapping taut, lifting us into a sky oddly devoid of other fliers despite just how many aerial forces we had on hand. That was by design. Initially, I’d considering making a speech, but it only took a few minutes to dismiss that idea. The army here was too big to make it worthwhile, and at this point there was really nothing left to say. We were marching to war. For many it would be a march to the death. 

Everyone already knew exactly what was on the line and what we were fighting for. 

A speech wouldn’t do. The best I could manage at this point was letting people see me—especially with Command Presence and Zeal radiating off me like heat rays from the sun. 

Cheers rose up from the assembled mass below, chasing Devil and I through the sky. Fists and weapons were raised in salute far below.

Let’s give them a little show, I sent to the Drake, pulling my warhammer free and raising it skyward. Devil snorted his understanding, opened his jaws, and issued a bloodcurdling roar, unleashing a furious column of purple-black Umbra Fire. The cheering increased tenfold at the display, the noise so loud it was deafening. Those cheers weren’t hopeful exactly. Instead, they were somehow defiant. Sure, we were probably marching to our doom, but we were going to do it with our heads held high and our weapons swinging for blood. 

Underdogs to the end. But underdogs who weren’t willing to roll over for anyone. Not even a god.

Devil cut off the flames and retracted his wings; we plummeted toward an elevated platform near the base of the otherworldly doors. Osmark was waiting for me, hands folded behind his back. For once, he stood alone. There was no sign of Sandra or Jay, which meant they were probably running around like crazy, tying up loose ends and preparing the army to march.  

“You certainly have a flair for the dramatic, Jack,” Osmark said as we touched down on the platform, his words quiet and meant only for my ears. “It’s one of your greatest attributes, I think. You seem to instinctively know what the people want. I never managed that.” He shook his head slowly. “I was always clever, but not personable enough by half.”

“I’d say you’ve done alright,” I replied, stealing a sidelong glance at the man as I dismissed Devil back to the Shadowverse. “You managed to save a good chunk of humanity and take over the Viridian Empire.”

“That’s the cleverness I was talking about,” he quipped, giving me a weak smile. “But very few of the people in my corner follow me out of loyalty. Just the opposite.” He paused and pulled out a golden pocket watch on a thin chain. “Most of my supporters tried to depose me at one time or another, you know. Even Sandra backstabbed me more than once before I finally won her over to the cause.” A ghost of smile appeared on his lips. Pained but genuine. 

This was the most talkative he’d been since coming back, so even though I felt like it was pushing my luck, I had to pry a little. “You seem to be in a better mood,” I said. “You finally ready to talk?”

“About?” He quirked an eyebrow.

“About? About the fact that you disappeared into the Shattered Realms for a week and then went radio silent for two more.”

“Ah. That.” He clicked at the pocket watch, eyeing the thing as though it might just have all the answers in the world. “One thing I’ve learned, Jack, is that there is a time for everything. But now is not the time for that. Any CEO worth his salt knows to keep your agenda sorted and your priorities straight. Assuming we can topple the Necropolis, you and I will have more than enough time to talk about the Shattered Realms.” Vague and unhelpful. Clearly, he’d been spending way too much time with the Overminds. “The door, if you would?” He canted his body just so and gestured toward a comically undersized lock. 

“You really think this is going to work?” I asked, surveying the miniscule lock and the elegant brass gear box beside it, which had a large lever sticking up like a crooked finger. The gear box connected to a series of chains, which further connected to a set of wagon-wheel-sized cogs that snaked their way around the face of the behemoth doorframe. Those cogs, in turn, powered a labyrinth of other gears, hefty chains, pulleys, brass pipes, and steam tubes. 

“I don’t see why not. The Editor worked on the smaller freestanding doors,” Osmark said with a shrug. “This is just a much larger version of those. Only one way to know for sure, though.” He leaned over and tapped on the lock with his index finger. Tink-tink-tink.

There was still a lot I didn’t know about the Reality Editor. Like how it worked. What I was supposed to do with it. Why it had charges. Or how it could possibly kill Thanatos. But there were two things that I knew for sure: one, it opened locks and doors. All of them. No matter how complex the door, no matter how sophisticated the lock. It didn’t matter if it was a physical mechanism or a magical ward, the Reality Editor breezed through each and every one. But every use expended some of the weapon’s charges—charges which didn’t replenish. 

And the number of charges it required to work depended on the quality and complexity of the lock. When I’d first gotten the weapon, it had been sitting at 874/1,000, but after experimenting and tinkering with the item, I’d already managed to drain the weapon down to 813 charges. Which meant I needed to be awful careful about what I used the thing on. 

I’d also discovered one other function of the Editor: not only could it open any door, but with a little concentrated effort, it could also turn any doorway into a portal through reality. 

With a few extra charges, the doorway to a janitor’s closet could become a one-way ticket to the Realm of Order, the Shattered Realms, or even Morsheim itself. There were rules to it, however. Each spot in Eldgard seemed to mirror the geography of the Divine Realms in some fundamental way, so where I opened the door in Eldgard ultimately determined where we ended up in Morsheim. But once I’d figured that little tidbit out, it had been relatively easy for the War Council to determine the best possible locations to launch our assault. 

The real trick after that had been creating three separate doorways each big enough to accommodate our invading armies. It’s not like we could march a cool hundred thousand troops through a coat closet. Not effectively. Believe it or not, the behemoth freestanding doors were the best option the brightest minds in Eldgard could come up with. We had one door here, towering outside of New Viridia, another near Rowanheath, and a third doorway up north near the Dwarven trading town of Cliffburgh.  

I offered Osmark a tight-lipped smile, silently praying he was right, and pulled the Reality Editor from the chain around my neck, holding it up in the light of the early dawn. An errant shaft of golden sunlight landed on the key and fractured it into a blinding rainbow prism. The key was already buzzing like mad in my hand, almost as though it were anticipating what was about to happen. I pressed my eyes shut against the glare and focused, recalling the memory of Morsheim with its barren, frost-covered landscape. The picture sharpened in my head and the buzzing increased tenfold, until it felt like I had a hive full of angry bees resting in my palm. 

Power and primal energy built up as I shaped my intention and strengthened my will.

With a crystal-clear vision cemented in my mind, I cracked my eyes and carefully, slowly, slid the ungainly key into the brass lock we’d fashioned for the door. The buzzing ramped up, nearly exploding with frantic energy and a need to change. To transform and shape the world. I was sure the Editor had some other functions, but the key almost seemed to enjoy this part. I licked my lips, pressure building in my chest, a lump forming in my throat. I cranked the key, turning over the tumblers with an audible click. A tsunami of energy poured out, gone as quickly as it had come, leaving only the slight, residual buzz of a power line behind. 

A quick glance at the key’s remaining charges showed it had just dropped by a whopping 50 points. 

763/1,000. That was a good sign, I hoped. But now came the real test. 

I pulled the key free, slipped it back around my neck, then yanked on the brass lever jutting from the platform. 

The lever groaned and squealed. The clockwork gears above us began to spin and whirl, steam-powered engines chugging to fitful life, bellowing out white clouds as chains clanked, retreating and pulling the doors open on oversized hinges. As the doors parted down the middle, a collective gasp rose from the assembled army, the noise loud enough to carry even over the racket of the machinery hard at work. Instead of catching a glimpse of the decimated Timberland Grove, a barren, desolate land of rolling hills met us. A plum-colored sky, the same shade as a fresh bruise, peered down on ashy pale dirt dotted with patches of withered scrub grass, a dusting of snow, and stunted, bone-white trees poking up like skeletal hands.

Off in the distance, looming like a nightmare on the edge of sleep, was Thanatos’ Necropolis. The Overmind’s capital could easily rival any of the major cities of Eldgard with its cold marble buildings and twisted spires, adorned with spectral green windows like glaring insect eyes, which scraped against the star-studded sky. I absently noticed those stars were indeed different than the ones that hung over Eldgard, the constellations strange and foreign. 

I squinted, straining my eyes. What looked like black rain fell over the Necropolis. 

I pulled a brass spyglass from a pouch at my belt and held it up; the enchantment runes activated, bringing everything into perfect perspective. Not rain at all, but bodies. 

Corpses. 

They fell from the sky, only to accumulate in the teetering piles that dotted the outer sections of the vast city. That was the fate of all the dead, according to what little lore and direct info we’d gleaned about Morsheim. Even Travelers wound up in the Corpse Stacks, at least for a little while. Elite Vogthar harvesters dragged the dead into Thanatos’ Empirical Library. What happened within the walls of the library was anyone’s guess, but eventually, Travelers were spun out again and again and again, while the less fortunate were coldly processed... 

And obliterated.  

The city was going to be a nightmare to take—and that was coming from someone who’d already captured multiple cities since dropping into V.G.O. The Necropolis was arrayed in a rough circle, the ghastly buildings contained behind the largest wall I’d ever seen.  A hundred feet tall and made from seamless black ice with protruding merlons large enough to hide any number of nasty surprises behind, it put the fortifications of Rowanheath and New Viridia to shame. 

On top of the impressively large wall, the outer city was further divided by a number of inner walls, sectioning the city into precise districts that could be blocked off at will should one of them fall to outsiders. To complicate things further, Thanatos could apparently rotate those outer sections, transforming the whole outer city into a labyrinth for would-be invaders to navigate. And at the heart of the Necropolis was an enormous jade dome of energy—the Arcane Necrotic Barrier, which protected the inner city of Skálaholt and obscured it from prying eyes. Like mine. 

We knew from recon intel that the inner capital was where the majority of the Darklings lived. It was also home to Thanatos’ stronghold, the Empirical Library. That’s where the Overmind of Death and Destruction would be waiting—the final Boss in a battle for the entire world. Getting into Skálaholt wasn’t going to be a walk in the park, though. There was no way to disable the Arcane Spell generator from the outside, and even if we could get inside the dome, we’d have every Darkling in a ten-mile radius to deal with. 

One nightmare piled on top of another.

“Well, I guess that answers that,” Osmark said, sounding rather smug. He carefully stowed his pocket watch and offered me an uneven smile. “Now, let’s just hope we can pull this thing off and be the heroes everyone thinks we already are.” A series of horns blared, and drums pounded furiously as the first wave of Imperial forces lurched toward the door turned interdimensional portal. “Good luck with the other doors, Jack.” He extended me a gloved hand, which I took. “I’ll see you on the other side.” He hesitated for a moment, something Osmark rarely did. “And I swear, we will talk soon—just make sure you survive long enough to hear what I have to tell you.”  

<<<>>>

Quest Update: The Road to War

Congratulations! Not only have you swayed the War Council to your cause, you have officially launched an assault against Morsheim—let’s just hope it’s not too late! As a reward, you have received 20,000 XP, +100 Renown, and the Guidance of Sophia! Although Sophia will not be able to accompany you or physically manifest in Morsheim, she will aid you and your allies by dispatching strategic quests, guiding your hand toward victory and hopefully tipping the balance of the war effort in your favor! Luck favor you, Jack. 

<<<>>>

I dismissed the quest notice as Osmark turned, short cape flaring out behind him, and strode into the breach as though he were going for a stroll in the park, not invading the foreign realm of a literal god.  

I just hoped to have his calm when the time came for me to lead my own troops from the vast plains of Rowanheath. But, as Osmark had said, only one way to know for sure. It was high time to get moving and open the last two doors to the Dark Realm. It was time to bring the fight to Thanatos.
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No Turning Back

[image: image]


DEVIL AND I CRUISED high above the desolate landscape, which stretched out below us like a dirty white blanket. If I pressed my eyes shut tight, I could almost pretend we were flying near the frosty peaks surrounding Rowanheath—just me and him, out for a ride in the crisp morning air as the rising sun warmed my skin. I could almost imagine touching down on the Keep’s sprawling balcony, waking Abby with a kiss, then settling in for a long day of tedious administrative reports.

Unfortunately, the roar of the army below shattered that fantasy to pieces.  

We weren’t in Eldgard, soaring through the oh-so-familiar skies I’d come to love over the last few months. No, Devil and I cut through the hazy gray and green light of a Morsheim dawn. 

After unleashing Osmark’s forces on the Dark Realm, I’d hopped a portal to Cliffburgh and opened the second doorway for Captain Raginolf and Otto—ready to launch their own assault with a twenty-thousand-man contingent of Dwarven heavy infantry, rebel Soulbound, and the ferocious members of the Vastatores Vitae. The infamous double-V. Raginolf and Otto would attack from the east, roughly seventy miles from my position, hoping to capture the Vog city of Einnheimr. Osmark, invading far to the north, would strike at the Vog stronghold of Oxrus, which would act as an invaluable foothold during the siege to come.

Which just left me and the rest of the Alliance, striking from the east.  

Far below, thirty thousand armed and armored warriors tore across the blighted, snow-packed ground and toward a sprawling Vogthar town of cut marble, polished glass, and cruel black obsidian. The buildings were all vaguely Greek inspired, though everything was twisted: the angles subtly wrong, the buildings covered in jagged script that bled fallout-green corpselight into the air like an unnatural aurora borealis. 

Idruz. The third and final city we needed to capture and home to just shy of fifteen thousand enemy Vogthar.

Like both Einnheimr and Oxrus, Idruz was a Vog-occupied city within striking distance of the Necropolis. Taking down Thanatos’ stronghold would be a war of brutal attrition and slow grinding—the work of weeks if we were lucky and months if we weren’t. Camping out in the cold and snow for that long just wouldn’t be feasible. Thanatos would hit us at every opportunity, whittling down our defenses and supply lines until we had no option save retreat. But maybe not if we had a city of our own, this side of the portal. Enter Idruz. This little slice of frozen paradise would act as the Alliance’s main base of operations while we ever so slowly pulverized Thanatos’ capital into icy dust.

Taking Idruz was mission critical to our long-term success, but I had a feeling it was going to prove to be a significant challenge in its own right. Especially since Sophia had sent over a rather ominous Quest Alert shortly after I opened the last of the three doorways in Eldgard and ushered the remainder of our forces into Morsheim:  

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 1

As the Champion of Order, you have launched an invasion against Thanatos and the forces of darkness. Now all that’s left to do is win! If you and your faction forces have any chance at taking the Necropolis, you must first capture Idruz and secure the city before Thanatos can muster a proper counterstrike from his capital. Taking the city at all will be a tricky endeavor, and doing so fast even more so. Secure the main gatehouse at all costs—that is the key to victory—but be warned, there may be trouble lurking in the shadows. Thanatos has dispatched a deadly creature to keep the gatehouse from falling...

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: ???????

Success 3: ???????

Success 4: ???????

Success 5: ???????

Success 6: ???????

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

I read the missive over for the hundredth time. Take the gatehouse, take the city. Simple enough on the surface of things, though I doubted it would actually be that simple in execution. Things with Sophia rarely were. 

“You ready to do this, Jack?” Abby called over the Officer Chat. She rode Valkyrie fifty feet to my right, the Hoardling Drake leaving a trail of golden sparks and orange flames in its wake. 

“Not even a little,” I shouted back, though I knew my voice would never reach her if not for the chat feature. Not with the frigid wind screaming around us as we flew. “But when has that ever stopped us before, huh?” I pulled back on my reins and nudged Devil with my knees, urging him higher. The Drake climbed and circled, banking hard so I could more easily survey the battlefield. So many men and women, so many lives balanced on the edge of chaos. Down on the ground, it probably just looked like one huge jumble of bodies—all madness and fear—but from my vantage, it was like watching synchronized swimmers in action. 

Battalions, platoons, and squadrons all moved in perfect harmony. 

A clockwork machine that would’ve done Osmark proud.

Honestly, I couldn’t take much credit for any of that. People much smarter and more accomplished than me had come up with this plan—I’d just studied that plan until I could run through it half dead and with my eyes close.

I patched in my other officers: Cutter and Amara on channel two. Vlad and Li Xiu, leading our mobile Siege Unit, on channel three. General Caldwell with the aerial fliers on four. Chief Kolle with the mounted cavalry on five. And Sir Berrick and the Legion forces on six. “This is Grim Jack. Things are looking good topside, and everyone looks to be in position. Bring the thunder on my mark.” I raised my hand and fired off a quick succession of Umbra Bolts, leaving violet slashes across the sky like falling stars in reverse.

The world erupted in thunderous noise as each of the various commanders rattled off orders and thirty thousand warriors responded as one. 

The Artillery Brigade unleashed our opening salvo:

Portable Arcane Shadow Cannons on wrought iron wheels vomited globs of burning purple fire at the glassy black wall of ice encasing Idruz in a frozen ring—a miniature version of what we would face at the Necropolis. Idruz’s outer walls boasted a number of different defensive siege weapons, including bulky ballistae manned by stoic-faced Vogthar Weaponeers. Elite Vogthar archers, [Haryk Marksmen], flooded the ramparts, readying arrows and crossbow bolts, while a torrent of heavily armored Eloyte Knights with deadly hooked halberds prepared to repel anyone trying to scale the wall.

The Shadow Cannoneers homed in on those defenders, focusing primarily on the town’s siege weapons. 

Vogthar shamans responded at once, chanting with upraised hands, conjuring shimmering green domes of light to protect their equipment from the sudden onslaught. But that was fine. If the enemy ballistae were shielded, we couldn’t destroy them outright, but they wouldn’t be able to fire them either, which eliminated them from the fight just as effectively. 

At the rear of our formation, the less mobile mangonels and catapults kicked into action, lobbing a variety of projectiles clean over the high walls and into the city proper. The enormous siege weapons hurled everything from one-ton boulders, conjured by high-level Stonewalls, to tire-sized balls of goopy pitch, set to burn with unnatural Firebrand flames. We even had oversized alchemic grenades, each the size of a bowling ball, that could unleash all manner of nasty AoE spells.

Elsewhere, our own fleet of mobile ballistae had finally moved into range, unleashing a payload of specially crafted Javelin missiles, designed by our own Alchemic Weaponeer, Vlad. The Shadow Cannoneers were supposed to pin down the wall’s defenders, but the Alliance ballistae were aimed at the walls themselves, their missiles designed to punch through the stone and ice, opening fissures our men could scramble through. A trio of the javelins hit with earth-shaking force, a thunderclap splitting the air as a wave of terrible heat billowed up and out, enveloping anything unlucky enough to be within fifty feet of the impact point.

Surprisingly, the thick, supernaturally spelled walls were still intact when the smoke cleared, but there were fine cracks spreading along the surface of the black ice. It wouldn’t be long until we punched a way in through brute force. 

The main gates creaked open by a few feet and the first wave of horn-headed Vogthar defenders rushed out. But they were unorganized and drastically underprepared for what we had waiting for them. Our Combat Engineers, mostly Dwarves from Stone Reach, had used the siege weapon onslaught as cover. They’d already staked out mobile palisades—moveable walls of sharpened pikes—which effortlessly funneled the Vogthar first responders into a killing corridor with a wall of Legion infantry waiting at the far end. With nowhere left to go, and no ability to retreat—thanks to all the onrushing troops, still pouring out from the gates—the Vogthar found themselves up against an implacable shield wall, punctuated by stabbing pikes and cutting blades. 

To make matters worse for the Vog, a company of Murk Elf archers waited behind the mobile palisades, peppering their flanks through special arrow slits carved into the walls. 

Sending out defenders was a terrible idea, and the Vogthar quickly seemed to realize it. The front gate swung shut, staunching the flow of new troops, but simultaneously stranding Vogthar defenders on our side of the wall. Abandoning them to die, though saving the town for at least a little longer. Once we took the gatehouse, though, it would be game, set, match. And that wasn’t far off since Cutter and the crew of the Hellreaver were already moving into position. 

A double X of fiery light blazed above the battlefield, horns sounding in time below. Long-range archers, grouped into neat formations regardless of class or faction, drew and fired. A tsunami of arrows arched up and over our forces, raining down on the defenders on top of the wall—killing many outright, the rest bolting for cover from the deadly barrage. Suppressive cover fire. Our mounted spider riders, each player permanently bound to one of Lowyth’s terrifying children, exploited the momentary opening. Furry legs and bloated bodies scuttled across the barren plains, moving faster than most horses could gallop.  

A detachment of Dokkalfar mounted cavalry joined the charge. 

They all rode the towering war giraffes, who managed to outpace even the spiderkin with their long legs and lightning-fast gait. The Rippers reared up on their hind legs as they reached the walls, planting spiked hooves against black ice, then craning unnaturally long necks upward. Almost impossibly, their blocky heads reached over the upper lip of the wall, allowing the nightmare giraffes to bite at the Vogthar defenders cowering behind the merlons. And, instead of staying seated, their riders quickly climbed up the creatures’ arching necks, using the spikes poking out like the hand and footholds of a ladder. 

In seconds, Murk Elf raiders were on the walls, beating even the spider riders to the top.

This was the first time I’d ever seen the war giraffes in action, and suddenly it wasn’t so surprising why the Dokkalfar valued the Grassland Rippers. They were perfect war machines and basically acted as fast, agile siege towers. Hyper-intelligent siege towers that could bite, bludgeon, and trample anything that got in their way. 

The hail of arrow fire ceased, since we didn’t want to skewer our raiders with friendly fire, which gave the Vogthar their first opening to mount some semblance of a counterassault. Towering, fish-faced guards in dusky gray leathers swarmed out of stairwells and from behind the black-ice merlons. By then, though, the spider riders had gained the wall as well, arrows flashing, swords and axes lopping off arms and legs while gossamer strands of silk webbed the unwary, dragging Vogthar to the ground, where the spiders pounced. Arachnoid fangs punched through armor and flesh with equal ease.  

The Vogthar weren’t quite ready to give up the fight, though. 

Against the regular Vogthar occupants of Morsheim, our army was an unstoppable force of nature. Thing was, the Vogthar were a monstrous race and had access to a fair number of deadly beasts all their own...

A swarm of inhuman bat-like creatures, covered in scaly flesh, leapt from the roofs of Idruz, quickly filling the airspace above the city with flapping wings, tearing claws, and wicked fangs. The [Vogthar Abami] were deadly aerial fighters who could go toe to toe with the elite members of the Accipiter Skyraiders or even the mounted Iron Horses. A streak of prismatic light, courtesy of Ari, lit up the sky like a disco ball, signaling for our air force to scramble. Several Accipiter squadrons swooped down with swords and bucklers, ready to slit throats and clip wings, followed in short order by Lieutenants Astra and Godhand—both special unit aerial commanders.

Astra led a squadron of Inquisition Griffin riders, thirty deep. They flew in a low V formation, and each of the Griffins clutched giant stone boulders—at least a couple hundred pounds each—in their lionesque front paws. As they passed over the walls, they dropped their cargo with uncanny precision, crushing unseen enemies and crippling active siege weapons before lurching heavenward to join the fight against the Abami. Godhand’s squad hung back from the majority of the fighting since her unit, The Triple Nickels, was predominately composed of Accipiter clerics and winged bards, who cast healing buffs over our frontline raiders.   

The Abami were just the tip of the iceberg, though. 

Worse nightmares crawled their way over the high walls of Idruz, appearing like conjured demons from the hellish city. 

A squad of deadly Vogthar Drakes, built entirely from magma and charred corpses, took shape on the horizon, defiantly vomiting ash and flame into the air. I’d tangled with their like before, and they were fiery murder machines of the highest order, but Abby was already on it. She flicked her reins, and Valkyrie deftly peeled away from the main formation. A score of other hard-hitting mounts followed her lead. Bringing up the rear was the Druid who’d helped me out during the battle of Ravenkirk, mounted on a grizzly-sized dire wolf built entirely from a tapestry of living vines and multicolored flowers.  

Devil shifted uncomfortably beneath me. He was straining toward the fiery murder Drakes, eager to join the fight. Ready to rip and shred. To tear and kill.

We’re missing out, he growled inside my head.  This is the greatest battle since Ravenkirk and we are... watching it. 

Both his enthusiasm for killing and his disgust at watching the fight unfold were palpable. 

Two minutes, I sent back. We just need to make sure the Hellreaver gets into position, and then you can go wild until I call for you.  

Below, a pack of Ragna Wolves, each one the size of a city bus, crested the fortifications and leaped over our Legion lines, landing like cannonballs of death and fur behind our main force. It would’ve been a massacre if not for Chief Kolle. The Ak-Hani chief sounded a curling war horn and led a mounted charge across the open landscape, falling on the Ragna Wolves with monsters of our own.  

Above, Vogthar Hell-Toads covered in heavy plates of iron and wicked barbed spikes launched themselves from the walls as well. But while the Ragna Wolves were nimble, these things were sluggish battle tanks. Juggernauts that careened into our moveable palisades, they smashed them to pieces as though they were made of toothpicks and bubblegum. The Legionnaires responded in a flash, forming up their lines and trying to box the nightmare creatures in, but the Hell-Toads were living battering rams. The legion shield wall fell just as quickly as the defensive barriers had, and the creatures’ thick scales turned every blade and spear without missing a beat.

Legionnaires screamed as they fell beneath the goring spikes and razor-sharp toad teeth. The sound of their anguish carried over the din of the battle, and I was somehow sure those screams would be paying me a visit in my nightmares for a good long while to come. 

My hand twitched, and for a long beat, I considered throwing caution to the wind... just diving in and wiping the toads out.

But I refrained. The plan was the plan, and I couldn’t do everything myself. 

A second later a puff of acrid smoke enveloped the toads, and a squad of Janissaries appeared like conjured ghosts. The mustached soldiers formed a ring around the creatures, some attacking with gleaming sabers, while others unloaded with steampunk blunderbusses large enough to put down a charging elephant. Those guns worked pretty damned well on the toads, too, turned out. The blunderbusses belched fire, punching fist-sized holes in the plate armor covering the Hell-Toads’ scaly bodies. Other members of the elite squad hurled alchemic grenades, which exploded with green fire, splattering highly corrosive acid across the creatures.

Color me impressed.

Finally, Devil sent, the sound like a rough hand running along the back of my neck. He’s here. 

A flood of relief washed through me as the Hellreaver appeared in the cluttered skies, the main sails stretched taut, the steam-powered engine chugging along. Spewing out greasy smoke, the ship powered toward the blocky gatehouse standing watch over the main entryway into the city. 

A pack of Abami noticed the zephyr at once and dove, wings beating furiously as they tried to intercept the ship before it could do any real damage. A smart move since the ship could do some serious damage. With dual Gatling guns and a full contingent of magical cannons—twenty-four per broadside—it could level buildings or take down even the most powerful aerial foes. The Hellreaver did have a few downsides, however. Namely, it was unbelievably sluggish and not nearly as nimble as most aerial mounts, which made it prone to boarding. 

But that’s where Devil and I came in: we were going to play defensive lineman for the battle blimp, giving Cutter and his crew the time they needed to get in range and bust us a way into the gatehouse. 

Devil was faster than just about anything else in the air, and in seconds we’d closed on the first three Abami. My Drake didn’t waste a second. Black talons slashed through wings and tendons—sending one of the creatures spinning toward the ground, unable to maintain altitude—then flash-frying another with a gout of purple Umbra Flame. A third was cannonballing toward us on the right, and this one was a spellcaster to boot. A toxic-looking ball of necrotic energy formed in its hand. The creature screeched and hurled its spell, smug satisfaction burning in its inhuman eyes. 

Once upon a time, I might have thrown Devil into a defensive maneuver or conjured a Dark Shield to absorb the blow, but those days were long behind me. During my last quest I’d unlocked my Shadow Lord ability, and with a little help from the ghostly specter of Eitri Spark-Sprayer—demigod, son of Khalkeús, and Shadowmancer extraordinaire—I’d merged Shadow Stride, Umbra Bolt, and Dark Harmony, forming a unique skill called Shadow-Warp Portal. Basically, I could create a wormhole that allowed me to port an object from one place to another, so long as it was in line of sight. 

I thrust one hand out, summoning a handy-dandy black hole. 

A swirling vortex, just a little larger than a basketball, intercepted the spell, swallowing it whole; a second portal redirected the cancerous green light right into the Abami’s malformed face. Eyes wide with terror, the creature went down, tongues of green magic crawling over its skin like a plague of fire ants.  

The Abami were tough, sure, and could give most regular Accipiter scouts a run for their money, but against me and Devil? They were about as dangerous as petting zoo animals.

More and more of the Abami came, streaming toward the blimp, frantic to take it down, but Devil and I were everywhere, swatting down their best attempts with pitiful ease. Darkshard claws ripped through armor while my warhammer snapped bones and caved in skulls. Molten purple flames sloughed flesh clean off. Shadow-Warp Portals redirected spells and arrows. Umbra Bolts batted the creatures from the sky or pitted them against each other—comrades turning to enemies in the blink of an eye. 

The Hellreaver kept right on cruising, drawing closer and closer with each passing second.

Finally, a chorus of gunfire ripped through the air as Gatling guns blazed and a hail of grapeshot was unleashed from the Hellreaver’s portside cannons, strafing the Vogthar guards so diligently fighting to hold the gatehouse. Amara worked the Gatling gun at the stern, while Jake Blackblade manned the gun at the bow. Clack-clack-clack. The rotating barrels spewed flashes of light and brass shell casings in equal measure. The Vogthar never stood a chance. The combination of hot lead and deadly cannon fire mowed the defenders down like wheat under the edge of a sharpened scythe.

Bodies toppled from the walls, pin-cushioned from a thousand bullet wounds or dropped where they stood, dying in pools of rancid black blood.

“Bring her around hard!” Cutter hollered. He spun the wheel and cranked on a series of brass levers. “Open the hull!” On board, his Goblin crew responded with a flurry of movement. A handful of the green-skinned creatures zipped about the ratlines, tugging at ropes or loosening sails, while others triggered a jibboom, deploying a canvas fin while the ship’s portside engine squealed. The zephyr swung on a dime, bringing the starboard side of the vessel to bear on the gatehouse even as the rear loading hatch popped open, revealing a cargo bay full of handpicked Alliance troops. 

A pair of mages stood at the ready, chanting steadily, creating a shield wall of impenetrable blue light that would protect our crew from any nasty spells. 

Cutter completed the maneuver, and the opposite cannons roared in unison. This time, though, the Hellreaver wasn’t firing grapeshot—a purely antipersonnel weapon—but explosive, runic cannonballs capable of reducing a mountainside into gravel. Kaboom! The ship kicked, rocking up on one side. The cannonballs slammed into the side of the gatehouse, punching effortlessly through stone before exploding. A hail of smoke, stone, and debris billowed out, leaving a series of holes along the side of the building, just large enough for a man to climb through. 

Bingo.
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Open Wide

[image: image]


“JAKE, TIME TO TAKE the bloody wheel, eh!” Cutter bellowed as he swung the Hellreaver in close, flipping a score of toggles and switches with sure hands. The cargo hatch was all the way open, showcasing the ship’s interior, which was packed full of Cutter’s new personal guards, the Cheeky Bastards—a motley assortment of Rogues, Assassins, Cutthroats, and general bad apples who’d taken to following Cutter around like lost puppies. Grappling hooks, attached to lengths of unbreakable spider silk rope, flew from the hold, latching onto the damaged gatehouse. In seconds, the Bastards shimmied their way across the lines and over the gap, disappearing into the shadowy interior.

Alright, I sent to Devil, protect the Hellreaver until it gets clear, then throw your weight behind Abby. Keep her safe.

That one doesn’t need anyone to keep her safe, he sent in reply. But a Drake doesn’t abandon his own, he conceded after a moment. I will keep one eye out for her. But only one. The others will be searching for worthy prey.

Without another word, he pumped his wings, lifting us high into the air, before throwing himself into a barrel roll a mere ten feet above the Hellreaver’s deck. He tucked his wings as he flew, somehow avoiding the protruding mast, and I did what I’d done so many times before: unhooked my feet from the stirrups and dropped straight down. As always, my stomach lurched into my throat as I fell headfirst toward Cutter. Usually, I triggered Shadow Stride when performing this maneuver, but at this range I’d survive the fall even if I botched the landing. 

Admittedly, that knowledge didn’t dispel the fear in my gut by even an iota. 

Acting on instinct, I brought my legs back, the weight of my lower body carrying me over so I slammed into the wooden floorboards with my feet instead of my skull. Thank God for my Acrobatics skill. I straightened, wobbling just a little from nerves, and found Cutter grinning at me. 

“Bloody hell, Jack, but that wasn’t half bad. Truth be told, that was an awfully thiefly maneuver, you know. Might be, we can make a proper Rogue out of you yet. Just have to get you to stop being so morally upright and stuffy all the bloody time.”

“You can try to recruit me after we finish saving the world,” I replied, slapping him on the shoulder. “Now, you ready to do this or what?” 

“Never was there a man more ready for a hearty round of breaking and entering than yours truly, but you’ll have to give me just a moment to set my ship in order. Wouldn’t do to leave it with that lot in charge.” He gestured vaguely at the Goblins working the rigging and cannons.

“Where’s Amara?” I asked, eyeing the deck for the Huntress. 

He quirked an eyebrow and hooked a thumb toward the starboard railing. I shuffled over and glanced down in time to see Amara cartwheeling through the air, one end of a rope fastened around her waist, the other end attached to a black arrow lodged deeply into the stone just above one of the impromptu entry holes.

“She’s a real showboater, that one,” he said, though there was no malice in his words. Just the opposite, actually. His voice brimmed with respect. “I thought tying the bloody knot might make that better, but if anything, she’s gotten even more competitive. Pigheaded woman will be the death of me, I’d wager.” He turned, tapping at a glass gauge with one finger then throwing an altimeter switch. The ship lurched away from the gatehouse and began to slowly rise as the steam engine heated the air inside the blimp above. Although the zephyr didn’t have a ton of giddy up and go in the speed department, it could sure rise and descend with a quickness.

“Jake, where in the bloody hell are you!” Cutter hollered over his shoulder as we ascended, clearing the walls and shooting up past the bulk of the aerial dogfighting in a matter of seconds. “Jack and I have places to be, you know! Can’t be bloody lollygagging about all day, you sod.” 

“Sorry ’bout dat, boss,” Jake shouted, his Minnesota accent bleeding through with every word. The Rogue hustled across the deck, swiping one hand across his brow, clearing away the sweat threatening to drip into his eyes. He was drenched, streaks of soot and sludgy black grease standing out against his pale skin. “Had a problem down in the boiler room. Friggin’ Zachmo got a wrench stuck in the engine. Nearly snapped the crankshaft. But it’s all good now, boss. You go do watcha need ta do. Me and Zachmo, we’ll hold down the fort.” 

“Don’t wreck my bloody ship,” Cutter said, giving his lieutenant a wink and a casual finger gun as he sauntered over to the edge of the ship. He lightly hopped up onto the railing, balancing like a cat even though we were a hundred feet or more from the ground. “Well, let’s get this bloody show on the road, eh? Gatehouse isn’t going to take itself, now is it?” He pulled a blade with one hand and extended me the other. “Time to do your magic, friend.”

I rolled my eyes, batted his hand away, and mounted the rail. Unlike Cutter, I didn’t linger—despite all the high-flying antics I still wasn’t an enormous fan of heights. I took one deep breath, steadying myself, then, before Cutter could say anything else, I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled him from the ledge. We plunged from the side of the airship like a lead anchor. Cutter tensed beside me, and I knew he was screaming, but the wind stole away his words before they ever reached my ears. Twenty feet above the gatehouse I triggered Shadow Stride just as I’d done a thousand times before. 

Arctic power surged out from my chest, racing through my body, but this time that blistering energy coursed along my arm and into Cutter as I plucked him from the Material Realm, plunging us both into the Shadowverse. Sound died, cut off in an instant, banished from this place along with the flickering firelight and the chaotic, frantic energy of the battle engulfing the Vogthar city. For once, however, the Shadowverse wasn’t devoid of life. A pair of shadowy figures, held aloft on glossy black raven’s wings, dove toward us like eagles going in for the kill. Thankfully, these creatures were on our side and right where they were supposed to be. 

Nikko swooped in behind me, wrapping powerful simian arms beneath my armpits, stopping my fall, though knocking the wind from my lungs in the process. It was painful, but while Shadow Striding I couldn’t sustain any physical damage or suffer additional debuffs. A small silver lining I exploited every chance I got. 

Mighty Joe darted in behind Cutter, catching the thief before he slammed feet first into the black-stone roof of the gatehouse. A fall like that in the Material Realm would’ve certainly killed him; here, he would only wish that he’d died. 

The pair of Void Apes flapped their wings, kicking up gusts of stagnant frozen air, lowering us gently down into the still smoking holes where Cutter’s cannonballs had blasted their way clean through the walls. My feet touched with a whisper on rough stone floors covered in dust, debris, and a liberal amount of goopy black blood. We were in some sort of barrack room from the look of things—a few plain beds with accompanying footlockers sat against one wall, while a handful of empty weapon racks lined the other. Nothing by way of art adorned the room, though there were a few candelabras burning with frozen green flames.

All around us the Cheeky Bastards were locked in mortal combat with a host of Vogthar in black scale mail layered over gray leather armor. Poisoned daggers slashed. Short swords halted mere inches from vulnerable flesh. Blinding powder hung in the air like a red cloud. Impossibly, a female Assassin hung upside down from the ceiling on a tether no thicker than my pinky. She was locked, mid-spin, and extending from her waist was what I could only describe as a tutu made of reinforced steel and razor-sharp daggers that sliced through anything that got too close. Extremely dangerous looking, but apparently effective if the bodies piled around her were any indication.

Naturally, leading the charge was Amara, a spear in one hand, a single-edged dagger in the other—the curved blade running along the outside of her forearm. Her face was petrified in a ghastly snarl, although there was something strangely alive and joyous in her eyes. 

“Gods, but I have to say this is a pretty neat trick you have up your sleeve,” Cutter said, glancing around the room appreciatively. He walked over, ebony blade twirling absently, and tried to stab a frozen Vogthar. Of course, the blade passed harmlessly through the nightmare guard as though he were a mirage of mist and heat. “Shame that.” He frowned, right until he caught sight of Amara. “Never mind. This will be bloody brilliant.” Cutter chuckled darkly as he stole across the room, phasing through the various combatants then dropping into a crouch as he positioned himself behind the Vogthar trying so diligently to skewer his new wife. 

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

“It’s a terrible idea. I’m going to steal her kill right from under her nose, which will chap her arse to no end. A fine way to start this battle if you ask me.” 

I wasn’t sure I’d ever understand those two. “Good luck,” I said. “I’m going to head deeper in and start clearing some rooms. See if I can’t find whatever nasty surprise Thanatos left for me.” As much as I wanted to fight alongside the Bastards, at this stage in the game, I was a force of nature best left to my own devices.

“Be careful out there, eh?” Cutter called after me. “Don’t be a bloody hero—you still owe me a round of drinks for my wedding!”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said, shooting him a little wave as I drew my weapon. “Just make sure Amara doesn’t kill you before you can collect.” 

I strode from the room and into a long corridor with forks branching off to the left and right. 

Everything here was subtly distorted, the dimensions somehow off, probably to accommodate the overly tall Vogthar and their curling horns. Either way was a viable option, and I was burning time, so I trusted my gut and headed left. The floors were made from the same pale stone, and though there were more of the green-burning candelabras shedding pools of weak light at regular intervals. There were no wall hangings or tapestries. For some reason, I was expecting the Vogthar to be more... evil, I guess? In my mind, even the gatehouse should’ve been decked out with skulls and pentagrams. 

Maybe scenes of horrible torture, similar to what was so painstakingly etched on the Malware weapons they carried. But there was none of that. It was all strangely antiseptic. Sterile and lifeless. 

I peeked into the first room I came to. 

Inside was a boxy chamber nearly overflowing with Vogthar. The guards, each one carrying a curved ebony bow, were all arrayed against the far wall, which was covered with narrow arrow slits looking down onto the battlefield outside the city gates. Weapon racks, bristling with spare bows and extra strings, hung from the left and right walls, while baskets holding bouquets of black arrows were propped up between each of the Vogthar defenders. Those arrows let off a miasma of rotten energy that screamed Malware. Which meant each one of those arrows was a potential death sentence for any one of my men fighting below.

Anger erupted inside my chest, and suddenly all I wanted to do was burn this whole place to the ground. These things, and their Darkling companions, were monsters. Creatures that deserved no mercy other than a quick death. 

And maybe... maybe they didn’t even deserve that. 

I stepped back from the entryway, stowing my warhammer, and stepped from the Shadowverse with a thought. Sound and motion returned to the world. The Vogthar in the room hadn’t seen me and continued to draw and fire their deadly arrows with smooth efficiency—a well-oiled machine working at full tilt. Letting my rage fuel me, I raised my hands and reached out to my shadowy power, calling Umbra Bog from the stone tiles beneath their inhuman feet. My Spirit bar dipped by a hair as a sea of semi-sentient tendrils erupted from the floor, attacking with mindless hunger and need, cinching tight around arms and legs and wrapping around throats and weapons.

Securing the Vogthar archers in place. 

The defenders, finally wise to my presence, bucked and thrashed madly, trying to yank their weapons free so they could turn their Malware arsenal on me instead. 

They were far too slow, or maybe I was just far too powerful at this point. 

A lost cause either way. 

While they struggled so fruitlessly to extract themselves, I tapped the most devastating AoE spell in my arsenal: Plague Burst. Pound for pound, with DPS over time factored in, Plague Burst actually did even more damage than Night Cyclone. 275% spell power on contact, plus all exposed combatants suffered additional disease damage for 5% of spell power per second for a solid minute. With my current Spell Strength at 211, that meant I dealt just over 1,200 points of raw damage over one minute. More than enough to lay most enemies out flat, plus, the cooldown time was half the length of Night Cyclone. 

There were strings attached, though. 

The biggest problem was Plague Burst didn’t discriminate between friends and foes, making it a wildly impractical skill in most party situations. But for a solo runner it was a peerless weapon, and right now it was just me, all by my lonesome. 

My left hand soared through a complex series of gestures that I knew as instinctively as writing my own name: flick, twirl, snap, fingers splayed out, hand curling into a fist as raw power trickled into my palm. A nauseating yellow fog bled from the air, swirling around the Vogthar, who started clawing ferociously at their script-covered flesh. The gas burrowed into their lipless mouths and dug at matte-black eyes. The trapped Vogthar fought even harder against the dark tendrils of Umbra power rooting them in place, desperate to get away from the choking fog. They might as well have been trying to fly to the moon. 

They were dead in seconds. Not a trace of life left by the time I was through. 

Pulling my warhammer free once more, I turned and stalked toward the next room. A gong sounded somewhere deeper in the keep—a sharp klaxon that screamed its shrill warning to anyone inside of a mile. 

Up ahead, a stream of elite Eloyte Knights tore around a corner, coming into view with their weapons drawn, sprinting toward the room I’d just left behind. It was nearly impossible to read the Vogthar, but for a split second, I could’ve sworn their inhuman faces registered something close to shock as they saw me stalking toward them. The Dread ability taking hold, maybe? By then, it was too late to do anything. I was in their midst before anyone could cry out a warning, dancing through their ranks like Death incarnate. My warhammer carved a bloody swath through the hallway, caving in heads like cracking a nut with a sledgehammer. A violet glow—Shadow Forge—encased my body, granting extra Umbra damage to every attack.

I twirled and spun, lashing out with fists, elbows, and feet, using the razors running along the outside of my vambraces to slash throats. 

My left hand flashed as I moved, working in tandem with my ever-moving warhammer. 

I hurled bursts of Umbra Flame, charbroiling skin, and opened Shadow-Warp Portals with uncanny precision. An incoming dagger disappeared in a blink, reappearing just in time to hack into an exposed Vogthar face. It was hard to count in the heat and chaos of the battle, but at a guess there were at least a dozen. I could recall a time, not so long ago, when facing off against twelve Vogthar Knights in heavy plate armor would’ve been a terrifying prospect. Those days were long gone. These days, I was the World Boss handing out TPKs like candy on Halloween. 

I reached the end of the hallway and glanced back over my shoulder, staring at all the bodies littering the floor in gory heaps. 

The hallway ran on for ten feet before doglegging to the left, connecting to a short hallway that ended at an enormous circular room—no doubt one of the gatehouse turrets I’d seen from the air. Narrow windows, adorning the far side of the room, peeked out onto the battlefield unfolding along Idruz’s formidable walls, and rough-hewn rafters, thick as telephone poles, ran across the ceiling. Dangling from those rafters were loops of chain and lengths of weathered rope strung through a complicated series of pulleys and winches. A rough wooden platform, set into the floor, connected to one such winch—a makeshift service elevator, from the look of things, clearly meant to hoist siege equipment up from the ground floor. 

The real prize, though, was an oversized chain wrapped around a thick wooden beam, which shot down and disappeared through a large hole in the floor. Although I wasn’t an engineer by trade, I’d been in enough keeps, castles, and fortresses to recognize a gate mechanism when I saw one. I’d found it. The gate room. Although the gatehouse served a number of different functions and had a wide array of rooms—everything from living quarters to an armory—this room was the real heart of the place.

Its true purpose. 

From here, the Vogthar could raise and lower the iron portcullis and close the heavy stone doors, barring the way into Idruz proper.

We still needed to clear this place of the rest of its defenders, but we’d mostly come to take this room. Bad news was, this place was occupied...
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Gatehouse Horror
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THE ROOM WAS OCCUPIED, and not by any of the run-of-the-mill Vogthar we’d cut our way through so far. This was something new, something I’d never seen before, and for the first time since entering the gatehouse, a flash of worry wormed its way through my gut. 

This thing was built like a silverback gorilla, but only if a gorilla were also the size of a full-grown elephant. 

Matted purple fur covered its heavily muscled frame, swelling around its face like a lion’s mane. Black porcupine-like spikes—each one the length of a short sword—bristled from its back, while black iron plates covered its forearms and legs. More of the heavy plate armor covered its shoulders and ribs, presumably protecting its vitals. Its head was strangely small, at least in comparison to the rest of its bulky form, and strangely featureless. No nose or ears, just a crude slash for a mouth and a single red compound eye, no larger than a silver dollar, set in the middle of its inhuman face. 

Jutting up from its shoulder blades was an extra pair of appendages that looked like the hooked forelimbs of a praying mantis—though these were riddled with a legion of glistening black barbs, which looked both sharp and poisonous. And, continuing with the poisonous insectoid motif, a swaying scorpion tail covered with more barbs protruded up from its hindquarters. That tail alone was as thick as my thigh and capped with a curved stinger two feet long and oozing black goop.

[Idruz Gatehouse Horror]

Appropriately named, at least, since this was easily one of the more horrific monsters I’d encounter since coming to V.G.O.

The Horror moved incredibly fast for a creature of its size, surging forward on all fours, making the stone floor tremble beneath me. With a roar, it let loose a wild haymaker, its fist like a battering ram ready and happy to cave in my chest. I dove, the tire-sized hand sailing right over me with a whoosh that rustled my hair in passing. Rolling back to my feet, I darted in, slamming my hammer into its plate-covered ribs, activating Savage Blow, Crush Armor, Black Caress, and Champion’s Strike in a cocktail of force that should’ve punched a hole in a M1A1 tank. 

My warhammer landed with a metallic clang that reverberated up into my arms, rattling my teeth. The creature’s Health bar—which was enormous—flashed above its head, but as far as I could tell, my strike had done absolutely nothing. Zip. So that was great. 

I backpedaled, putting some distance between me and the Horror. I lined up an Umbra Bolt, a ball of twisting violet light forming in my hand, then launched the spell at the creature’s head, hoping its tiny red eye was its point of vulnerability. The spell landed with a fizzle of angry light, biting through a thin sliver of the creature’s HP this time, but I simultaneously earned a fail notification: 

<<<>>>

Umbra Bolt failed! Because of Idruz Gatehouse Horror’s Umbral Nature and its singular dedication to duty, it cannot be swayed or confused! 

<<<>>>

This just got better and better. And what exactly did the message mean by its “Umbral Nature”? This thing didn’t look like a Void Terror. 

Didn’t matter. 

The point was, this thing was custom built to stop people like me from taking the gatehouse and letting our forces flow freely into the city. And it seemed shockingly proficient at its job. 

The creature roared and charged, eating up the distance between us with frightening speed, lashing out with another fist. My back was already against the wall with little room to maneuver, so I conjured Dark Shield, my Spirit gauge dipping as the half dome of energy formed in front of me with a shimmer. The wrecking-ball fist connected, and much to my surprise, the thin layer of protection between us cracked on impact then shattered before my mind could fully comprehend what was happening. The fist sailed right on through, as though it’d just punched through wet paper towel. 

Knuckles bigger than semi-truck lug nuts slammed into my chest with-bone breaking force. Literally.  

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Punctured Lung: You have broken a rib and suffered a punctured lung; Stamina regeneration reduced by 15% for 5 minutes.

Stunning Blow: You have sustained a stunning blow! Attack damage -15%; Stamina regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

The ferocious punch slammed me back into the wall, head bouncing off the dark stone with a sharp crack. 

If not for the Crown of the Benevolent protecting my oh-so-delicate skull, the hit probably would’ve killed me outright or, at the very least, knocked me unconscious. Which was as good as a deathblow in a fight like this. My Health dropped by over a third, plunging from 1,305 to just over 800 points—and my Dark Shield had absorbed a huge chunk of the damage before exploding. I slid down the wall and landed on my side with a groan, spots of white dancing in front of my eyes, air coming in short, painful gasps as the creature spun, driving its swaying scorpion tail toward me.

Panicked, I rolled right, the stinger smashing into the stone flooring I’d been occupying a moment before. 

It stabbed again, and I rolled left, once more narrowly avoiding a stinger through the neck. 

Still down, I thrust my free hand out and triggered a gout of Umbra Flame, angling the attack so I could drench the creature’s unprotected stomach with preternatural fire. The Horror howled in rage as purple-black flame licked across its fur-covered belly, but it didn’t seem to hurt the creature. Not that I could tell, anyway. Its HP remained totally unaffected. But the attack did serve to make the Horror very, very angry. It counterattacked with its tail for a third time, but I was ready and waiting. Instead of rolling away—which is what every instinct in my body demanded—I rolled into the brutal strike, bringing my hands up at the last instant, conjuring a two-foot-by-two-foot Shadow-Warp Portal directly above my chest. 

The scorpion tail shot through the mini black hole.

A second portal opened in the air directly above the Horror’s tiny head; the stinger stabbed down with destructive force, skewering the creature through the skull. I snapped the portal closed, amputating the appendage two-thirds of the way down. Blue blood sprayed from the wound, and the creature shrieked, scrambling away from me as it pawed at the stinger, now lodged deep in its head. Its HP dropped by a quarter, but the damage stopped the second the Horror managed to wiggle the stinger free with one of its simian hands. Worse, its HP started to climb—this thing had some serious active regeneration at play. 

If I was going to win, I’d need to deal a massive amount of damage all at once in order to put this thing down for good. Bad news. Though the fact that the tail wasn’t regrowing itself was a small silver lining.

“Holy shite!” came Cutter’s voice. I glanced toward the sound and saw the man standing in the entryway along with Amara and a handful of the other Bastards. “What in the bloody hell is that thing!” 

“Trouble,” I said, gaining my feet while the Horror was momentarily distracted. “Thing has nearly impenetrable plate armor, a crazy amount of Health, and a very fast regen rate. Plus, it hits like a freight train. We need to find its weak spot.”

“You heard him, boys,” Cutter yelled, springing into action as the Horror locked onto the thief and engaged with the dual scythe-blade limbs sticking out from its shoulders. Those limbs scissored in and out, but Cutter deftly avoided each strike, artfully spinning and twirling while shadowy blades exploded from his hands, ricocheting harmlessly off the creature. “Spread out. Make it bleed!”

Thieves, Cutthroats, and Nightblades leapt into action, breaking off left and right to encircle the monster. They weren’t tanks, so none of them could individually go toe-to-toe with something like this, which is why they attacked like wolves. Each one bolted in for a thin moment, jabbing or slicing, before disappearing while someone else harried the creature from another angle. Amara had entered the fray as well, but instead of fighting the creature up close and personal with one of her conjured spears, she’d quickly scaled the walls and was now perched in the wooden rafters, raining down arrows from above. 

They were as ineffectual as the rest of our attacks, though. It seemed the spikey quills covering the Horror’s back were as protective as the armor running along its arms and legs. 

Warhammer in hand, I called forth a fresh bout of Umbra Bog. Curling black tentacles sprang from the floor to ensnare its arms and legs, but as with Umbra Bolt, I received a rather nasty surprise in the form of another failure notification: 

<<<>>>

Umbra Bog failed! Idruz Gatehouse Horror resisted Umbra Bog thanks to its Umbral Nature!

<<<>>>

Not only had my spell failed—again—but the black tendrils disappeared from the floor, almost as though the creature were absorbing them, using my Umbral Magic to fuel both its regeneration and its rage. Its quills pulsed with a violet light, reedy at first, but throbbing brighter by the second. 

“Watch out,” Amara called. “It is preparing to attack! Everyone on guard!”

As the words left her mouth, the light emanating from the quills pulsed one last time with blinding fury, then the spikes exploded out from the creature in a ring. Those too slow or too unlucky were skewered, the spikes slicing through armor and flesh like a hot knife through a pat of butter. Wet gurgles and cries for help rang out around the room, but there was nothing I could do for anyone. I needed to focus of surviving. I’d already seen how tough this thing could hit, so instead of summoning a Dark Shield, I immediately sidestepped into the Shadowverse, the deadly quills halting in midair all around me. 

I didn’t have long to think though, because the Shadowverse wasn’t the usual quiet place of solitude I’d been expecting.

Somehow, I’d just stepped into a different version of the same nightmare. The color had drained from the world, taking with it the screams and cries of the wounded, but a shadowy black version of the Gatehouse Horror existed in this place as well. No, not a version, I quickly realized, but its actual shadow. A freakish Peter Pan doppelganger come to life. The Shadowverse Horror locked onto me with an eyeless gaze that carried vicious, deadly intent.

Great. So not even the Shadowverse was safe, which wasn’t a coincidence. 

This creature seemed custom designed to stop someone with my exact power set, which meant Thanatos had been preparing for our arrival. Heck, this might as well have been his calling card—a not-so-friendly taunt letting me know he was ready to tangle with me if push came to shove. It was also a reminder that he knew my moves and was already anticipating them. Which meant none of my regular tricks were going to work against this thing. I wouldn’t be able to clobber it with my warhammer or burn it down with Umbra Flame. If I was going to walk out of this battle the victor, I needed to outthink this thing, not outfight it.

The shadowy version turned toward me, its hands flashing out, each tire-sized palm releasing a torrent of Umbra Flame that would melt the skin from my bones.

With more than fifty seconds remaining on my countdown clock, I quickly positioned myself to avoid death-by-quill, then reluctantly retreated from the Shadowverse, returning to the Material Realm. 

A couple of Cutter’s Bastards were injured, but most had managed to dodge the quill onslaught—including both Amara and Cutter, who continued to rain ineffectual blows down on the beast. 

None of that was going to work. This thing was a tank, designed to take a beating indefinitely. 

I caught sight of the rafters covered with pulleys and chains, and an idea occurred to me. This monster was big and unreasonably powerful, but maybe there was a way to use that against it. Wasting no time, I turned toward the wall and began climbing upward, just as Amara had done. I wasn’t nearly as skilled or dexterous as she was, but thankfully the quills that hadn’t found a living target had lodged themselves in the walls, creating a number of handholds for me to use. In the span of a few of seconds, I was up with Amara. 

“This is not going well, Jack,” she said somberly, still firing a ceaseless barrage of summoned arrows. The quills that had been covering the creature’s back were gone, but her conjured shafts didn’t seem any more effective than before. “This thing, nothing will pierce its skin, and your magic seems ineffectual.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said, eyeing the pulley system, then scanning a bank of brass levers, odd switches, and a pair of crank wheels positioned along the far wall. Those would control the various lifts and gate switches. The larger of the crank wheels likely opened and closed the portcullis, while the smaller one appeared to connect to the gatehouse service elevator. That was the one I needed. “But I have a plan. Need a little help, though. You game?” 

Her lips pursed into a thin line, but she nodded. “There is no task too great. Tell me how to kill this beast and it will be done.”
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Spoils of War
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WORKING AS QUICKLY as possible, I scooted over a few paces and grabbed a length of chain looped over a wooden beam, which connected in turn to the service lift set into the floor. The links were thick iron, industrial strength, and designed to hold a lot of weight before giving up the ghost. The Horror probably weighed half a ton or more, but that was nothing compared to many of the siege weapons that adorned the walls. The only problem was, the chain was still connected to the lift, and I’d need to change that for my plan to work. 

Thankfully, that was an issue I could take care of. Maybe. 

Admittedly, I wasn’t much of a crafter, but Abby was hell on wheels at the forge, and I’d spent enough hours hanging around her while she worked to have a rough idea of what to do. With a grunt, I pulled some of the slack from the chain, hauling the links up hand over hand, then laying them flat across the rafter. I licked my lips, hands trembling in uncertainty as I scooted back a few paces and conjured Umbra Flame, drenching the links with unnatural fire—silently praying the rafter could hold up against the brutal heat. 

“Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly,” Amara growled, continuing to loose shafts at the Horror.

“This isn’t an exact science,” I grumbled under my breath. Exact science... more like trying to fry an egg with a blowtorch. 

After twenty or so seconds, I cut the flames. A section of chain glowed red hot. I pulled free my hammer, lined up my shot, and struck, triggering Crush Armor as the blunt face landed with a thunderous clang. I looked down and couldn’t help but grin. One of the links was crushed and twisted, creating an opening just large enough to disconnect the service lift from the rest of the chain. And Abby always said I had no skill as a crafter—well, this was some high-level, on-the-fly crafting if I’d ever seen it. With a thought, I brought up my inventory and pulled out a waterskin, which I promptly upended on the metal, conjuring a plume of white steam. 

Not perfect, but it would have to do. “Can you get this wrapped around its throat?” I asked Amara, keeping my voice low. The Horror didn’t have any discernable ears, but I still didn’t want to risk alerting the monster prematurely. “It’ll need to be tight, and you’ll need to keep it in place for a solid thirty seconds or more.”

She stowed her bow and grabbed the newly freed length of chain, inspecting it with a keen eye before nodding. “Not an easy request, but yes. I can do this.” 

“Okay, just wait for my word,” I grunted. 

Working fast, I got up onto my hands and knees and carefully crawled across the rafter until I was directly over the crank wheel below. Under normal circumstances, that wheel would raise and lower the service platform, allowing the Vogs to more easily move the siege equipment, but for now I had a different use in mind.

Glancing back over my shoulder, I hollered, “Now!”

Chain in hand, Amara crouched, backflipped off the rafter with peerless grace, and landed as gently as an alley cat on the Horror’s back. The creature felt her at once and responded by rearing up, arms straining to reach her. But the creature couldn’t. Its arms, though powerful, were too muscular to allow it to reach. Previously, the quills had protected its back, but without them it was vulnerable. Amara dropped down and hooked one arm around the mantis-like appendage sprouting from the Horror’s left shoulder—an anchor point to keep her in place while it raged. With her other arm, she looped the chain around the creature’s head—once, twice, three times—then yanked down hard, metal biting into fur and flesh.

It was now or never, and I just hoped I was strong enough to do what needed doing. 

I grabbed hold of the chain leading from a pulley to the crank wheel and slid down, ankles interlocked. The second my feet touched the floor I grabbed hold of the wooden spokes and began turning. The chain went taut as the noose of metal tightened around the Horror’s throat. Maybe this thing had impenetrable skin, but most creatures needed to breathe, and strangulation was a very real way to die in V.G.O., I knew from experience. The wheel clicked, and the creature lurched up half a foot. 

Blunt fingers groped at the chain wrapped around its throat, but it was no use. 

I turned the wheel again, grunting and heaving with the effort. Click. The wheel locked into place thanks to a ratcheting mechanism, and the creature lurched upward. One of the Bastards—a stocky Cutthroat with greasy brown hair and only one eye—rushed over, throwing his weight against the wheel as I continued to work, muscles shaking, sweat streaming down my face from the effort. My Stamina bar was plunging fast, but we were making progress. Another foot. Click. And another still. The Gatehouse Horror was tall, but after a few more turns of the enormous wheel, pulling the chain tighter and tighter, it couldn’t keep its hind feet on the floor. 

Another two turns and the Horror’s oversized padded feet hung freely, its body swaying. The pulleys above groaned from the strain, and the wood beams bowed from the Horror’s weight, but they held. The creature bucked and fought, kicking its legs and clawing at its throat, but the chain was doing what an entire roomful of high-level adventurers had been unable to: kill this thing. Its HP tumbled, dwindling toward zero at a satisfying rate. Induced Suffocation was a hell of a thing. After thirty or forty seconds, its fruitless struggles slowed, its arms and legs finally going limp as its HP bottomed out and the last bit of life faded from the Boss. 

A ding in my ear let me know I’d just leveled up, but I dismissed the notice without looking since I had bigger things to worry about. 

I disengaged the ratcheting mechanism, and the Horror dropped like a stone, landing on the floor with a meaty thud. Amara quickly unwrapped the chain from the creature’s bloated throat and dusted her hands as she planted one foot on the Horror in triumph—a big game hunter standing over her kill. I paid her only half a mind, focusing instead on what I needed to do next.

“The portcullis!” I barked, abandoning the smaller of the crank wheels in favor of the larger wheel, which operated the gate. With trembling arms, shaking from exhaustion, I grabbed onto the protruding handholds and threw my shoulder against the wheel with a grunt. The gears cranked to life, the pulleys squealing as the huge chain retracted, this time raising the portcullis upward with a squeal instead of lifting the Gatehouse Horror from its feet. The stocky Cutthroat who’d help me hang the Horror caught on quickly enough and lent a hand, significantly lightening the load. 

Cutter—never one for unnecessary manual labor, the true bane of his existence—merely watched from a few feet off, cleaning blood from his hands with a strip of cloth. 

Finally, the portcullis settled into place. A pair of levers protruding from the floor controlled the fortified doors, and after only a few seconds of trial and error, the great gates were open to the world. 

And, more importantly, to our raiding force. 

I edged up to the wall and glanced down through one of the narrow windows, a grim smile on my face as the Legionnaires poured in like sand through a sieve. The fighting was far from over—taking an occupied city wasn’t a quick process—but we’d just shattered their main defense. It would be a downhill battle from here. 

***
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WE TOOK THE EXTRA TIME to mop up the room and loot both the Vogthar dead and the Idruz Gatehouse Horror. It was always possible one of them would have a key or some other crucial item we’d end up needing down the road. 

Unfortunately, the regular Vog guards yielded nothing overtly useful and the Gatehouse Horror wasn’t much better. 

There were no physical items on the nightmarish creature, which was extremely disappointing considering how tough the fight had been, but it did drop a handful of gold coins. Those I happily gave to the Bastards for their assistance with the kill. On instinct, I decided to take a few minutes to harvest the body properly, figuring there had to at least be some quality crafting ingredients. Amara gave me a hand with the task—her blade sharp, her hands steady. Cutter and his crew secured the rest of the gatehouse proper, clearing each room, then establishing security checkpoints while a group of Alliance engineers swooped in to patch the holes in the outer walls. 

We didn’t want Thanatos pulling the same trick on us if he launched a counterassault.

Even with Amara’s help, carving up the Horror took a solid ten minutes, but I got a fair number of rare ingredients for my trouble. We harvested the thick, fur-covered pelt and carved off the black metal plates, which Amara insisted would make some excellent armor if I could get the items into the hands of a crafter worth their salt. The odd, compound eye went into my bag along with the scorpion tail, a number of venom sacks, and a black heart the size of a human skull. My Herblore wasn’t nearly high enough to discern their various uses or value, but I figured Vlad would appreciate the find. He’d probably be able to cook up something nasty with them. 

For lending me a hand, Amara cut away both of the scythe-like limbs, depositing them into her inventory, insisting they would make amazing weapons with just a little bit of work.

Once that grisly business was done, I reviewed my gains and distributed the points I’d just earned for capturing the objective. 

<<<>>>

x1 Level Up!

You have (5) undistributed stat points

You have (1) unassigned proficiency point

<<<>>>

Skill: Acrobatics

Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 9 

Cost: None

Effect 1: -7% Fall damage.  

Effect 2: +7% less Stamina Fatigue while jumping or performing aerial maneuvers. 

<<<>>>

Skill: Blunt Weapons

Skill Type/Level: Active/Level 19 

Cost: None

Effect: Increases blunt weapon damage by 41%; increases blunt weapon attack rate by 10%.  

<<<>>>

Skill: Medium Armor

Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 11 

Cost: None

Effect 1: 25% increased base armor rating while wearing Medium Armor. 

Effect 2: +8% additional increased base armor rating for every piece of Medium Armor worn.

<<<>>>

Subspecialty: Champion of Order

Ability Type/Level: Passive/Level 7

Cost: None

Effect 1: All Champion of Order-based skills and abilities are increased by 2.5% per Champion of Order Level (Current Level 7: 17.5%).

Effect 2: Luck stat increases by one point for every (2) Champion of Order Levels (Current Level 7: +3 to Luck).

Effect 3: You have (1) unassigned Divinity Point.

<<<>>>

Not too shabby. 

The five attribute points were a no-brainer. Three points into Intelligence, raising my overall Spell Strength, one into Dexterity, and the last into Strength. Up until now, I’d been focusing heavily on Spirit, but my Spirit pool and Spirit regen rate were now so high that I almost never ran the risk of running out—especially not with the ready access I had to Regen potions. Happy with my choices, I hit accept and surveyed the tweaks I’d made to my character sheet. 

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

SURPRISINGLY, I’D ALSO leveled my Champion of Order subspecialty for the first time since killing the Lich Priest in the Realm of Order, earning a new Divinity Point to divvy out. I’d picked up every skill in the Champion Tree except Word of Order, so taking the final skill in the set was an easy choice. 

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

SKILL: Word of Order

Channel the Divine essence of Sophia and let your voice become the power of Order itself. Speak with the voice of an Overmind and unleash a wave of raw force, blasting any enemy that stands in your path while simultaneously rejuvenating those who serve the Balance. Have care, though, for the pendulum of balance swings both ways, and all magic has its price... 

Skill Type/Level: Spell/Initiate

Cost: 50 Spirit

Range: 20-meter cone from caster

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 20 minutes

Duration: 30 seconds 

Effect 1: Spirit damage for 160% of Spell Strength on contact to all enemies in a 20-meter cone in front of caster. No hand requirement to cast! 

Effect 2: 9% chance to Stun enemies in Area of Effect; Attack damage -15%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute.

Effect 3: 9% chance to Reinvigorate allies in Area of Effect; Attack damage +15%; Stamina Regeneration increased by 30%; movement speed increased by 35%; duration, 1 minute.  

Order’s Price: 25% chance of suffering the Mute debuff, which prevents you from casting all spells; duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

Even at the Initiate level, Word of Order did decent Spell damage, and the added Stun and Rejuvenate were a nice touch. The 25% chance of muting myself for a solid minute was a potentially steep price to pay, so it probably wouldn’t be in my regular offensive lineup, but since it didn’t require my hands to cast and only cost a mere 50 Spirit, it had great potential as an ace up the sleeve, so to speak. It was always nice to have a few reserve abilities that you could bring out when things were looking especially grim.

There was still the matter of the single outstanding Proficiency Point, but I wasn’t nearly as sure what to do with that one. I pulled up my Shadowmancer Skill Tree, rubbing a hand through my hair as I considered my options.

<<<>>>

[image: image]

<<<>>>

AS A SHADOWMANCER, I’d unlocked every skill in my class tree, including my ultimate ability, Shadow Lord, which gave me access to the Path of the Shadow-Warp Portal. At level 51, I’d invested a Proficiency Point in Umbra Bog, bringing it up to Specialist level, but Umbra Bolt was also currently at level five. A small part of me wanted to go and drop the point into a non-class exclusive skill—maybe something in the Medium Armor or Blunt Weapons skill tree—but deep down, I knew that wasn’t the right choice. No, the best use of points at this juncture was to push as many of my Shadowmancer skills as possible up to the Grandmaster level.

At the Grandmaster level—max level—each ability gained a new and rather potent effect. What exactly the effect was depended entirely on the skill itself, and so far, the list of Grandmaster effects on the public Wikis was incredibly slim. Not totally shocking since elevating even a single skill to the Grandmaster level took a lot of blood, sweat, and Proficiency Points. Besides, most people probably weren’t too keen on giving out their hard-earned secrets without an awfully good reason.

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

And between the two of those, it was really no choice at all.

Admittedly, Umbra Bolt was an amazing ability—and one I used frequently—but I had a ton of individual offensive spells. Umbra Bog was one of only a few AoE spells that I had at my disposal, and its effects were incredibly powerful. I added the point to Umbra Bog, bringing it up to the Master level. Just one more point to go before I got to see what awesome new effect waited for me.  

I closed out of my interface, took a last look around the gore-spattered room, then headed for a reinforced hatch that let out onto the ramparts. A whip-thin Night Blade with reedy blond hair and skin like old boot leather waved me through, offering me a conspiratorial nod before closing the door behind me. I slipped out onto a small landing with a set of narrow stairs that took me to directly to the walls overlooking the city. 

Shading my eyes with one hand, I glanced up, searching the skies for any sign of Devil. Nothing, though that didn’t really mean much. I could feel him out there, alive and happy as a pig in mud. He probably had a full belly and a pile of bodies to his name. The Hellreaver, I saw, had retreated away from the city and now floated off in the distance, cannons locked on the walls, Gatling guns trained on the sky. Ready for anything. Not that either was really necessary at this point. With the gatehouse in our control, we’d easily taken the walls, and most of the aerial fighting had already died off. 

Accipiters still dotted the skies in places, and several Imperial Griffin Rider squadrons flew holding patterns, but there was no sign of the Abami. The Vogthar Drakes were likewise gone—probably dust in the wind at this point. 

I leaned against the wall, the icy stone unnaturally cold against my palms, and scanned the city below.

There were signs of violence everywhere: black blood splashed across cobblestones and bodies piled up against buildings—mostly Vogthar, though more than a few were human. The human casualties always hurt to look at. Any Travelers that died would instantly be sent for respawn back in Eldgard, leaving little trace of their deaths beyond, but the bodies down there painted a different, more depressing picture. Either those were Citizens—untimely cut down by enemy blades—or they were former Travelers who’d fallen to Malware weapons. In either case, they weren’t coming back. 

And that? That was at least partially on me, a constant weight to bear. 

Farther on, the city was in flames, thick trails of black and gray rising up like chimney smoke, carrying the scent of burning meat instead of smoldering wood. On the frozen fields outside the city, our siege weapons had finally fallen silent. Our engineers couldn’t risk firing the weapons into the city proper, not with our forces scattered through the grid-like streets, clearing each building in turn. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t a lot going on. Clerics had already set up triage areas to help the wounded, while the siege engineers either serviced their weapons or prepared to move them. 

A number of the deadly contraptions would be deployed to defend Idruz, since it would be acting as our stronghold over the days and weeks ahead. Others would be prepped for the final assault against the Necropolis.

I watched, lips pressed into a thin line, as a group of Legionnaires in their Roman-looking lorica armor—segmented, overlapping leather plates in dark reds and blacks—burst out of a columned home with a flat-top roof, dragging a particularly small Vogthar between them. Huh. That was odd. Fingers tightening on the wall, I squinted, brow knitting as I tried to get a better look. The creature was tiny, shorter even than a Dwarf, but had a slight frame, pale skin, and just the nubs of horns poking up from its head.

It almost looked like a kid, but that couldn’t be right. There were no Vog children. The Vogthar were mindless pawns of Thanatos, mass spawned like the rest of the monsters littering the various dungeons around V.G.O. True, some of those monsters could be thoughtful or cunning, like our own Lowyth, but they didn’t have families. Or homes for that matter. I’d have to ask about it once things got settled a little bit. For now, however, I needed to get back into the brawl. 

I pulled my warhammer free from the frog at my belt and called out to Devil with my mind. We have work to do.  

The fighting would last for a while yet—going door to door and house to house wouldn’t be easy—but the battle was already won, whether the Vogthar of Idruz knew it or not.
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Command Post
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I STRODE ACROSS A WIDE courtyard, boots click-clacking on the pale white cobblestones underfoot as I beelined for Idruz’s Keep—an enormous building that closely resembled a Greek-style temple. After capturing the Command Center and displacing the previous faction owners, the Lost Heaven Caste, we had turned the place into our new central headquarters, though it’d been a long, tiring, and tedious process. Even after dispatching the Horror and securing the gatehouse, the fighting had raged on for another seven hours.

Those seven hours had felt more like twenty to me, since I’d been running from battle to battle to battle, stamping out fires—sometimes literally—and putting down pockets of Vogthar resistance without mercy. We’d fought for so long, I’d actually had to send Devil back to the Shadowverse for an eight-hour rest. A first, in our time together.  

“We’re getting distribution centers set up around the city,” Anton Black nattered on from beside me, a sheaf of papers clutched in his hands, “and so far everything’s running surprisingly smooth, though I do worry a bit about the supply lines themselves...” He trailed off, scowling at one of his reports as though it had personally insulted him. 

“There’s nothing to worry about on that front,” came a cutting reply from my right. Gavin Marston, the Gentlemen’s Gentleman, paced me easily, somehow looking completely in his element even though he was wearing a smoker’s jacket and we were in a certified war zone. The guy had confidence in spades, that much was for sure. “I’ve been personally overseeing the operation, and between myself and the esquires I’ve committed to the cause, I can quite assure you the supplies will end up where they need to be.” He held a hawkbill pipe in a hand covered in a myriad of tiny white scars. 

Anton grumbled under his breath and shot the man a withering sidelong glare, but he didn’t say any more or push Gavin on his claims. Probably a smart move since Gavin struck me as the kind of person who would remember every slight and pay back the offender in full.

A platoon of Legionnaires snapped to attention as we tromped up the short flight of marble stairs, heading for a pair of pounded bronze doors that stood wide open in invitation. This place wasn’t at all what I’d been expecting from a Vogthar stronghold. Honestly, I’d been expecting a dungeon with twisting passageways, deadly traps, and hordes of monsters. This was the exact opposite of that: all white marble, fluted black columns, red tiles, and intricate friezes worked into the stone. It could’ve been ripped directly from the pages of a Greek mythology book.

“Speaking of Master Fane,” Anton said, riffling through the papers once more, “have you heard any report about the housing situation? We’ll need a fair number of residences to billet our men, and we need to keep unit and command integrity intact if possible.”

Gavin waved a hand dismissively, shooing away the question as though the answer were self-evident. “You worry too much, Anton,” Gavin replied, blowing out a blue-gray smoke ring, “and that’s coming from a man who was born and raised on paranoia and speculation. Fane is working with the Legion Quartermaster, Faleria Domitia Paulina—and that stone-faced woman has been running campaigns for longer than you’ve been alive, boy. Between Faleria and that Alliance boy, Toby, it’s all quite in hand.”

The entryway doors led into a rectangular room surrounded by even more black pillars; red velvet tapestries, edged in gold, hung between the columns, each embroidered with a single golden rune. The runes were all different, and even after logging some serious hours with Betty Howard, the Alliance’s foremost Arcane Scrivener, I still couldn’t begin to guess at their significance. There was power here, though, thrumming in the air with potent, restless energy—wanting to be used. The Reality Editor vibrated against my chest in response, coaxed to hesitant life.

In the center of the chamber loomed a towering statue, thirty feet tall. 

I assumed the statue depicted Thanatos, but despite all my time in V.G.O. and my heavy involvement in the business of the Overminds, I’d never actually gotten a glimpse of the Overmind of Destruction in person. My mind had conjured an image of a skull-headed demon or some sort of Cthulhu-esque horror with face tentacles, lifted from the pages of a Lovecraft story. Instead, the statue portrayed a young man with a scholarly build, thick hair, and a rather pinched-looking face that poked up from the high-necked collar of a priestly cassock. He held an open book in one spider-fingered hand and a wicked scythe in his other, the shaft of the weapon resting against one shoulder. 

He didn’t look so tough. Certainly far less intimidating than Khalkeús had, but I knew full well that appearances could be deceiving, especially when it came to Aspects and Overminds. Sophia didn’t look all that intimidating, either, but she could literally shape the world around her with a thought.

“What about our current security protocols?” Gavin said, shooting a look at Forge, who trailed a few feet behind us. “Master Forge, be a good sport and give us a brief report, won’t you?”

Forge shrugged beef-slab shoulders and ran a thick thumb along the head of his axe, which hung from his belt. “No need to worry your fancy britches on account of my boys,” he said, voice gruff and more than a little defensive. “Trust me, partner, my boys have everything squared away—and you can take that to the bank. Between the Malleus Libertas and Sir Berrick and his bunch of stuffy Inquisitors, we got this city buttoned up tighter than a bull’s ass in fly season.”

Forge stuck up a finger. “We’ve secured the entire perimeter, and I got Malleus Libertas camped out at every entry point.” He continued checking items off on his fingers as he went. “We got Dokkalfar overwatch Rangers scattered around the city. Berrick has Imperial patrols roaming the streets and overlapping Legionnaire posts set up at major intersections and route locations. Watch rotations and passphrases are all good, too. Gotta say”—he shrugged, a small frown pulling down his lips—“this is the biggest operation I’ve ever helped coordinate, but this ain’t my first rodeo.”

We skirted around the statue while Forge talked, heading toward a rather plain wooden door at the back of the statuary room, presided over by a cluster of hard-eyed Alliance guards with a bold crimson hammer painted onto their armor. More Malleus Libertas, Forge’s elite shock troops. They’d also become the Alliance’s premiere Urban Warfare Task Force, so I wasn’t at all surprised to see some of their number here, holding down the Command Center. The guards—three in total—snapped off sharp salutes, then waved us through into the actual Command Center beyond the door. 

Although the room bearing Thanatos’ statue was nearly empty, this space bustled with life and frantic activity. 

The temple’s Command Center was large enough to accommodate the sixty or seventy officers and generals all busy with their various assignments. The marble floors were polished to a dull glow, and an inlaid tiled mosaic, depicting a silvered skull, dominated much of the space. The ceiling was much lower in this room than in the statuary chamber, showcasing the exposed wooden beams that ran overhead. Stately bookcases, heavily loaded with leather-bound tomes, lined the back wall. 

A pair of intricate curling staircases on the left and right spiraled up to the second floor—which, I knew from earlier reports, contained a few storage rooms as well as the priestly quarters. Eight spartan rooms with narrow cots, plain writing desks, pale-wood wardrobes, and not much else. We’d already repurposed half of those sleeping spaces into active workstations, while the other half would serve as temporary sleeping quarters for any of the duty officers stuck working twenty-four-hour rotations.  

Runners, messengers, and assistants rushed about here and there, nimbly weaving their way through the assembled leaders who loitered around tables that had been carefully set up throughout the room. 

“Alright, gentlemen,” I said, rounding on Gavin, Anton, and Forge, “unless you all have anything else for me, I have a few more people to talk to yet. So if you’ll excuse me...”

After a brief round of goodbyes, we split off, already moving on to the next task at hand. 

I surveyed the room, looking for Abby, but there was no sign of her. I caught a bob of brown hair talking animatedly with a grizzled-looking Dwarf—Lothour Trollsunder? Firehammer? Gah, I couldn’t remember his name. The brown hair, however, belonged to a young woman named Delani; she stood out like a sore thumb in the room full of grumpy old men and battle-scarred military types. Tall and slender, she could’ve passed for a model, which was what she’d been back IRL. Since coming on board with the Alliance, however, she’d become one of our most reliable war room erranders. She was also Abby’s right hand, so if anyone knew where the Firebrand was, it would be her. 

“Ya dinnae understand, lass. Ah need access to a proper bloody forge! How do ya expect us to repair our gear without it, eh?”

“Look, I understand you need to use the forge, but everyone needs to use the forge, and siege crafters get first dibs,” she said with an unconcerned shrug. “I’ll make sure you get added to the requisition list, but until then you’re just gonna have to wait, guy.”

“That’s nae good enough,” he bellowed, face turning an alarming shade of maroon. 

I caught Delani’s eye and gave her a brief nod. 

“Well, if you really have a problem, Karen,” she said, planting hands on her hips in a you-just-picked-a-fight-with-the-wrong-woman gesture, “I guess I can escalate the issue. Lord Grim Jack?” she said, arching an eyebrow and waving me over. “This very grumpy gentleman has a problem with the orders you handed down about forge usage.” 

“Is that right?” I said, stepping up beside the sylphlike woman. “What seems to be the problem?” I asked, voice iron. 

“Aye... Yes... Well... Nae,” the Dwarf stammered, color draining from his face. “Just a wee misunderstanding, yer lordship. Please just add me to the requisition list, lass,” he finished weakly, bowing his way out of the Command Center. 

Delani offered me a wide grin. “Thanks. He’s like the eighth Dwarf today that wants more time at the forge.”

“Glad I could help,” I replied. “After grinding monsters into the dirt all day, a little bureaucratic red tape is actually a nice change of pace. You seen Abby around, by chance?”

“Actually, she was just in here looking for you,” Delani said, pouting a little as she thought. “Want me to track her down and let her know you’re around?”

“That would be awesome,” I said with a sigh, trying to ignore all the little aches and pains in my back and chest. “I just need to check in with Vlad about a few things, but I’ll be on site.” 

“Sounds good, boss man. I’ll send her your way ASAP.” 

She took off, dancing her way through the other messengers while I found the next person I needed to talk with. 

Vlad was near the back of the room, hunched over a long table covered with papers and sprawling blueprints. At the moment, he looked like he was on the verge of popping a blood vessel and simultaneously having a brain aneurism. The fact that Vlad happened to be talking with Enzo Affré, Osmark’s chief Artificer and Weaponeer, was not a coincidence. Enzo was a thin, rather fragile-looking Imperial man with short-cropped hair, decked out in the same Artificer-style gear that Osmark usually wore. Despite his diminutive size, Enzo was a nightmare and an incorrigible drama queen, second to none.

I groaned under my breath and rubbed at the bridge of my nose.  

When in the heck had he gotten here? 

I’d specifically assigned him to Osmark’s forces since he and Vlad got along about as well as forks and power outlets. Seriously, the pair of them were a powder keg ready to explode at any moment, and when Vlad was involved, unplanned explosions usually had deadly consequences. 

“Your plan, it is shit, Vlad.” Enzo spoke perfectly good English, but his French accent was as thick as cold molasses. “Utter shit! Just look at those.” He bent over and slapped a set of blueprints contemptuously with the back of his hand. “The rollers are weak as a newborn kitten, and your suspension system will fail the very first time this thing hits a pebble. There is no give. No movement. It is rigid, much like you and your thinking.”

Yep. Vlad’s head officially looked like it was going to explode. 

“Suspension is meant to be rigid, ty tupoy kretin.” Vlad tapped at the schematic. “The wheels, they are made from proprietary polymer of my own design. They will support the structure. Are made to bend and distort—up to sixty percent without permanent damage. Act like tank treads. Far better design than torsion bar or multilink suspension. Is common sense.”

Enzo straightened—eyes rolling, a scowl tattooed across his face—and fished a hand-rolled cigarette from his pocket. He pressed it to his lips and lit it with a steampunk version of a lighter. He took a few deep drags, smoke trailing from his nostrils like some sort of grumpy French dragon, then he pulled out a rolled set of schematics and flopped them down on the table. “Only a very limited mind would think the solution is a torsion bar or some squishy wheels. This. This will fix the shit suspension. Far greater mobility. Versatility. Plus, sustainable steam power. Far superior to your, your”—he waved his cigarette about—“aimless tinkering and heavy-handed crafting.”

“Vlad,” I said evenly, stepping up and wrapping an arm around his shoulders in what looked like a brotherly side hug. Really, I was stopping my Weaponeer from braining the Artificer with the heavy wrench clutched in his white-knuckled grip. “Everything going okay here?”

Reluctantly, Vlad slouched and set the wrench down.

“Is fine. Just listening to buffoon who could not build potato launcher lecture me about my siege tower design.” He nodded to his blueprint, which showcased an enormous fortified tower—basically a mobile skyscraper—bristling with weapons, ladders, grappling hooks, and scaling bridges.

I absolutely did not want to be roped into an argument with Enzo. I could intimidate most people these days just by looming a little too closely, but not Enzo. He was an obvious narcissist and had no fear and no regard for anyone other than himself. 

“Nope. Not today, Satan,” I said, turning my back on Enzo before he could goad me into saying something I would regret. “Vlad, I was hoping to talk with you about the other thing you’ve been working on. Don’t suppose you have a minute, do you?”

“Gladly,” he said, offering Enzo a glower that could peel paint. “Excuse me, please, Imperial buffoon. Vlad must talk about important things with important people.” 

“All the better,” the Frenchman shot back, ashing his cigarette with a flick of his fingers. “It will give me a chance to update your ghastly plans without all your bothersome interference. Go now. Leave the real engineering work to the real engineers!” Enzo scooted over and shooed us away as he unfolded his own designs and pulled free a charcoal pencil to make annotations on Vlad’s blueprints. 

I grabbed Vlad by the shoulder and steered him away from the man, up a set of stairs, and into one of the unoccupied bedrooms. 

“I will kill him,” Vlad said stoically as I shut the door behind us. “True, he will come back, but”—he shrugged—“more chances to kill him, da?”

“Maybe after we win the war against Thanatos?” I suggested, dropping down onto the edge of the mattress with a soft groan. God, but I was tired. “Osmark swears up and down he’s the best engineer in the Empire—says Enzo’s a prodigy even by his own standards.” 

Vlad crossed his arms, a scowl twisting up his face. “Fine. Vlad will tolerate him. Defeat Thanatos. Then kill Enzo. Melt in acid, maybe. Now, what was thing you needed to talk to Vlad about?”

“Two things. First, I brought you some presents.” I opened my inventory and pulled out the items I’d salvaged from the Horror. “I’ve never seen some of this stuff and figured you might be able to find a use for it.” I handed over the pile of items, including the hide and iron plates I’d collected. 

“Very nice. This is very good gift, Jack,” Vlad said, nodding appreciatively, turning the items over in his hands then adding them to his inventory. “Does not make up for Enzo, but will still find good use for items. What was second thing?” he asked. 

“I was hoping to get an update on Project Blackout,” I replied, offering him my most endearing smile. I’d been bugging the hell out of him about Project Blackout for weeks, and I was afraid I was wearing out my goodwill.  

Vlad’s face brightened. “Yes! Finally. Some good news.” 

His eyes went vacant, then snapped back to focus as he pulled an odd staff free from his inventory. It looked like a Mage’s crook from all outward appearances. Five feet tall and two inches thick, its dull black wood was carved with a series of silver runes. It was, in fact, the opposite of a Mage’s staff. Previously, it had belonged to Zhang Young—apprentice to the now dead Peng Jun Tong, and, most importantly of all, an Anti-Mage. That staff was something called an Arcane Dampener, and I’d seen it in action firsthand. 

I had no idea how it worked, but it could summon a dome that wiped magic out in an instant. 

“Still have not been able to replicate, but very close. Betty, she has been helping me unlock the Scrivenings.” Vlad paused, lips twitching. “She is a formidable woman. Very competent.”

“But you haven’t been able to duplicate it yet?” I pushed.

Unfortunately, the staff had an evil alignment, which meant I couldn’t use it without suffering severe penalties. But even if I could survive the penalties, it didn’t matter. The Arcane Dampener wasn’t powerful enough to do what I wanted. Not as it was currently. 

“Close, Jack. These things, they take time, da? Staff is not technology, is magic. But never fear, Vlad will have prototype operational in under a week. Though there might be a few, uh, how do you say, cockroaches?” 

“Bugs?” I offered.

“Yes. Bugs.”

“Such as?” I asked as he gently returned the toxic staff to his inventory.

“Well, to begin, probably won’t—”

A sharp knock cut him off, and before I could even stand to answer, the door swung open, revealing a very frazzled-looking Abby. Soot smudged her face, dark bags lingered under her eyes, and her crimson gown was even torn in places, while other patches looked like they had been set on fire. She looked like she needed a hot bath and then to sleep for a month, which was probably how I looked, too. I know it was certainly how I felt. 

“Sorry to interrupt, but I need you, Jack. Now.” 

I studied her face, noting the worry and uncertainty lingering in her eyes. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.

“Of course,” I said, standing. The wooden bedframe let out a squeak. “We’ll finish up later, Vlad. Just get it done. Our plan doesn’t work without it.”

“Is no problem,” Vlad said, though I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not. “Vlad will save world. Is what I do. I will go. This war, it waits for no one.” He sighed, trudged out into the hallway, and shut the door behind him.

The second the door had closed, I was across the room, pulling Abby into my chest, wrapping my arms around her and breathing in the scent of sweat and char. She melted into me, slipping her arms around my waist. 

“I was worried about you,” I whispered into her ear.

“Same,” she replied, squeezing me even more tightly. “But we don’t have time for this.” She wiggled her shoulders and pulled away. “We’ve got a big problem, Jack. It’s...” She reached up and ran a hand through her hair, brushing it away from her grime-stained face. “I don’t even know where to start. I think you just need to see it for yourself. Come on.” She grabbed my hand and gave it a firm tug. Walking at a pace that was just shy of a jog, she ushered me through the Command Center, ignoring or flat-out bulldozing anyone who failed to get out of her way fast enough. 

Her mount, Valkyrie, waited in the courtyard, not far from the Legionnaire unit I’d passed on the way in.

The Legion soldiers gave the Drake a wide berth, several of them eyeing the creature with suspicion while they fidgeted with their weapons. None of them made a move, of course, but their discomfort was apparent even at a distance. 

Abby paid them no more mind than she had the people inside the Command Center, quickly mounting her ride. I clambered up behind Abby, and before I’d even got settled into the saddle, she flicked the reins, spurring the Hoardling Drake into sinuous motion. I dropped down and wrapped my arms around Abby’s waist a split second before Valkyrie took wing. 

We caught a draft, and with a few quick pumps, we rose, flying just high enough to avoid the homes with their flat-tiled rooftops. Abby didn’t speak, and I didn’t press her since she was clearly preoccupied with whatever she had to show me. We cruised low over the city, banking west and heading toward a triangular section of Idruz, naturally sequestered from the rest of the city by internal stone walls. 

From the air, it looked like some sort of merchant district—drab-colored awnings lined a street that looked to be crammed full of wooden stalls. But there was something wrong down there...

There was movement below. A lot of it. 

Incredulous, I pulled out my bronze spyglass and peeked through. My mind reeled, refusing to comprehend what I was seeing.

Vogthar. A lot of them.
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Complications
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HORNED HEADS POKED out of windows and cowered in pools of shadow, and packs of the creatures hunkered down behind stalls or loitered in the narrow alleyways running between the houses and streets. So, so many of them. Hundreds at least. Maybe more. Except these Vogthar were smaller than the bruisers I was so used to fighting against, not much larger than a typical human. None of them wore armor. And tucked away among their number were even smaller versions with slight frames and thin limbs. Abby glanced back at me, a legion of questions burning in her face. 

Questions I didn’t have any answers to.

We touched down in a mostly vacant square with a fountain at its center that showcased another statue of Thanatos. Cutter and Amara waited on the north side of the square, standing by an arched, gateless entryway that let into the section of the city crammed full of Vogs. Opposite them was none other than Caius Munatius Petronax—the pompous Viridian senator who was constantly giving me problems—and accompanying him was Sir Berrick and a squad of Inquisitors, all geared up in full battle-rattle.

“What the hell is going on here?” I asked, sliding off Valkyrie’s back and rushing toward the archway. A number of dirty faces peered at me from the Vogthar-occupied section of city, big black eyes somehow brimming with curiosity.

“Complications,” Caius said coldly in the same instant that Amara blurted out, “Women and children.” 

“How many are there?” I asked, suddenly feeling sick to my stomach. 

As if we didn’t already have enough problems to deal with. This I definitely didn’t need on my plate. 

“Hard to get a clean count,” Cutter said, idly twirling a blade in one hand, back pressed against the wall. “Very skittish, this lot. Not particularly aggressive, though.”

“Not unless you try to get at one of the children,” Sir Barrick amended, motioning to a set of deep gouges running across his otherwise gleaming chest plate. 

“Yes, the honorable high commander is quite correct,” Caius said. “They are deceptively dangerous creatures.” He scowled openly at Cutter and Amara, and for a moment I wasn’t sure whether the senator was talking about the Vogs or my friends.

“I’ll be the judge of that for myself,” I said, feeling a prickle of unease listening to Caius talk.

“It would be my pleasure to show you,” the senator said, sweeping forward with supreme confidence, robes swishing around his feet. 

“Hard pass,” I said, raising a hand to stop him in his tracks. “The less time I spend with you, the better it is for everyone. Including you, Senator. Abby, Amara, Berrick? You want to show me what we’re working with here? Cutter”—I shot the thief a telling look—“can you stay and make sure the senator and the rest of the Inquisitors are safe from the deadly Vogthar horde?” 

“How dare you,” Caius muttered darkly, his face twisted in disgust. 

“These are deceptively dangerous creatures, Senator,” I replied with a shrug. “Isn’t that what you said? I wouldn’t want to put someone as important as yourself in overt danger for no good reason. You’re much safer here, under the watchful eye of my Spymaster.” 

“Bloody right, you are,” Cutter said, giving his blade an especially violent twirl, eyes locked on Caius’ smug face. “I’ll keep you safe as a newborn babe, Senator. Why, everyone knows about my great love for Imperial bureaucrats. You couldn’t be in better hands. And speaking of hands, Berrick,” he added after a second, “keep yours to yourself, eh?” 

The Inquisitor commander gave Cutter an unamused stare and a hard sniff. “This way,” Berrick said, gesturing with one gauntleted hand, though leaving his formidable sword sheathed at his hip. 

The four of us headed through the archway and into the merchant district, keeping our distance from the Vogthar—though that wasn’t much of a challenge, since they scattered the second we got within twenty feet. 

Up close, it was clear these things weren’t warriors or fighters. They were built differently than their counterparts. Far smaller in almost every way than the warrior caste, their frames were slight, their arms and legs slim and graceful, their eyes somehow brighter and more alive than I’d ever seen from a Vogthar before. Most of them wore togas or dresses crafted from gray or white linen, accented with strips of fur or splashes of colorful silk. A few carried weapons, mostly silver daggers, not the putrid black Malware weapons. 

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I whispered softly as we snaked our way through the cramped streets. “We didn’t have a single report that mentioned there were nonviolent Vogthar. Definitely nothing about children. I feel like that’s something that would’ve stuck out.”

I caught sight of one of the youngsters, hiding behind the skirts of its mother. It looked just like a little kid, its eyes unnaturally big, its horns little more than nubs poking up from its head. Interestingly, the angular, jagged script that covered the Vogthar warriors and even most of the mothers was nonexistent on these youngsters. Their skin was a dusky gray—not so different from the little Murk Elf children scampering around Yunnam—and completely unmarred by the sickly green power of Thanatos. 

“We’ve never had anyone scout a completely Vog town before,” Abby said, lips pursed into a thin line. “The Darklings live in the Necropolis—either that or Eldgard—so it sorta makes sense to me. Everyone must’ve just assumed these outpost cities were mostly for show. Obviously, we were wrong. Also, look at how protective they are of the kids. It’s possible no one has ever even seen a Vog child before now.” 

“Crap.” I shook my head with a grimace. “This is supposed to be the easy part, Abs. The Vogthar are just supposed to be brainless monsters to grind. But nope. Not in V.G.O.” Looking at the mothers huddled together like elephants with their gangly coltish-legged kids in the center of the circle shook my certainty. 

I was starting to get Sky Maiden Arzokh vibes off this whole situation, which left me feeling exceedingly uneasy. 

Back when I’d been trying to reunite the six named Dokkalfar clans by completing the Jade Lord quest, I’d been tasked with killing an ancient Dragon named Arzokh the Sky Maiden. Murk Elf legend held that Arzokh was a monster, responsible for cursing the Nangkri Dynasty and killing the original Jade Lord. Except, as I’d carefully tugged at the threads of history and legend, I’d learned nothing could have been further from the truth. Arzokh had been the victim, her family slain, her children murdered, her home destroyed by Nangkri in a desperate bid to fund his war against the Imperial invaders. 

“Things are not always as they seem,” Amara suggested, her hands folded behind her back. “If my time with you and the Alliance has taught me anything, it is that the truth seldom lies on the surface of things.” 

“But surely you must see the threat of these creatures,” Berrick interjected, his piercing gaze landing on the groups of Vogthar like a hammer blow. “We are fighting a war for our very survival. I was at Harrowick when the Vogs and their Darkling allies invaded. I watched them recklessly burn homes to the ground and slaughter our people, and I can assure you they had no compunction about massacring our women and children.”

I recalled the night, not so long ago, when the Vogthar attack pods fell over Yunnam. I could see Frank Senior fighting off elite Scouts with a rolling pin while a group of noncombatants fled in terror. I was loath to admit it, but Berrick had a point: the Vogthar wouldn’t have shown us mercy. 

“That doesn’t give us the right to do the same,” Abby shot back, her hands balling into fists at her sides. 

“Abby speaks wisdom,” Amara added. “I think your people even have a saying about that. Two wrongs don’t make a right,” she said flatly, as though explaining something elementary to someone especially dense.

One of the Vog children, a little girl in a dull gray dress, snuck up to the edge of the alley, long alien fingers reaching toward something lying on the ground. It was the charred remains of what looked like a cloth doll.

Slowly Amara drew near, crouching down and retrieving the toy from a pile of windswept ash that had gathered against one of the wooden stalls. Moving at quarter speed, the Huntress extended the doll, offering the girl the friendliest smile I’d ever seen her give anyone. Ever. And that included Cutter. The Vog child hesitated for only a moment before snatching the dolly from Amara’s hands, then bolting back down the alley and away from the conquering invaders. 

Amara stood, crossing her arms as she watched the girl run. “I do not know what the truth is or what answer lies behind this turn of events, but surely there is something going on here. Something more than meets the eye.”

I received a quest notice as she fell quiet:

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 2

You’ve successfully managed to take Idruz, but there were complications no one could have foreseen. After stumbling upon a group of nonviolent Vogthar, it is clear they are more than they seem. Dig into the origins of the Vogthar and see if you can’t get to the bottom of what they really are and why there are Vog women and children living in Idruz. 

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: It’s possible the Vogthar are more than they seem; find a Vogthar Lorekeeper to get the answers you seek. They may just hold the key to toppling Thanatos.

Success 3: ???????

Success 4: ???????

Success 5: ???????

Success 6: ???????

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

I read and reread the message before closing out of the screen. Yep, definitely Sky Maiden vibes, which meant there wouldn’t be any easy solutions.  

“This situation is confusing, I’ll admit,” Sir Berrick said, drawing me from my thoughts, “but the fact remains that they are here, and we need to do something with them.” His grip tightened around the hilt of his sword, his jaw clenched. “Senator Caius would like us to eliminate them. One less drain on our resources, and easy experience for our troops.”

I stopped suddenly, rounding on Berrick. “That’s what he wants,” I said, “but what about you? Does that sit right with you?” I crept closer, getting up in his face. Abby stopped me with a restraining hand. “Is that the call you would make if you were in my shoes?” I growled.

Berrick shifted, uncomfortable under my gaze. “It is a cold option, I’ll admit,” he said. “Some might even go so far as to say it is cruel. But we can’t very well turn them away, now can we? That could put potential enemies behind our lines and firmly at our backs. Likewise, allowing them to make for the Necropolis will only delay the inevitable, and one of them might divulge some valuable piece of information that could cost us down the road...” He faltered, dropping his head. “But to answer your question. No. I’m not sure what the right course of action is, but murdering these people without knowing more is... vile.” 

“Good answer,” I said, giving him a slight nod. “I don’t know how it is in the Legion or with the Inquisitors, but in the Alliance, winning isn’t the only thing that matters. We need to be able to live with ourselves when this is all over. I’ve already made a lot of compromises that will haunt me, but this? This isn’t something I’m going to let happen on my watch. Post a guard on them, make sure they have food and water to drink if they need it. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” Berrick replied. 

“Oh and, Sir Berrick,” Abby said, her voice scorching. “If anything happens to them—and I mean anything—I will hold you personally responsible.” She lifted a hand, blue-white flame igniting in her palm and crawling along her arm. “And unless you enjoy being set on fire, you don’t want me holding you responsible.” 

“I’m not a monster,” he said, his mask of steadfast neutrality firmly back in place. “I know you rebel folk like to paint us in the Inquisition with a rather broad brush, but contrary to popular opinion, we save people. Common folk don’t have many champions in the world, but they do have us. You may have run afoul of some of our more fanatical members, but most Templars serve the communities we live in. We slay monsters, catch thieves”—he offered a pointed glance at Amara—“heal the sick when no one else will, and hunt down murderers before they can kill again. For what it’s worth, we also know how to follow orders. Nothing will happen to these...” He paused for a moment, searching for the word. “These people.” 

Even though he was an Imperial to his core, there was something I liked about Berrick. He was uptight and lawful to a fault, but he also seemed genuine. “I believe you,” I said. “And thank you. I know it’s a lot, but please do what you can.”

We headed back to the gate in tense silence, the weight of the situation settling down on all of us. Once we hit the arch, Berrick pulled his men aside, briefing them about our standing orders. 

“How’d it go?” Cutter asked, slipping up beside us, though he kept side-eyeing Berrick as though he wanted to plant a dagger in the man’s kidney.

“As well as can be expected, my heart,” Amara said, crossing her arms. “Which is to say, we will have to watch those men like a hawk. Berrick, he strikes me as true, but if that craven fool Caius wants these Vogthar dead, then it could mean trouble. He is a tricky one. Sly and slimy as a Marsh Eel.” 

“I can keep a watch on him,” Cutter offered. “Or, if we want Caius to disappear, might be I know a bloke or two who could make that happen. True, I’m not a Sicarii myself, but as a Gentleman I have certain connections. And if ever there was a git with his name on a blade, it’s that gibface ratbag, Caius.” 

“No,” I said, dry washing my hands against the chill in the air. “Taking him out will only cause more trouble than it’s worth. Besides, I have something else I need you to do, Cutter.” I dropped my voice low, making sure no one was in eavesdropping range. “I got a quest while we were in there. Something from Sophia. She says we need to unravel the origins of the Vogthar, and she specifically mentioned finding a Vogthar Lorekeeper. I have no idea what that is, but I think this is a big deal. I need you to reach out to the other Gentlemen. Or maybe touch base with the Ministry of Whispers. Someone has to know something, and we need answers.”

“Phft. Give me a real challenge, Jack,” he said with an easy grin. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of a Lorekeeper myself, but one of my boys’ll turn something up. Give me a day, two tops.” 

“Excellent.” I ran a hand along my chin, feeling the rough stubble beneath my fingertips. “Okay,” I said, mind working through all the obstacles in our way. “In the meantime, we need to set up some kind of overwatch.” I hooked a thumb toward Berrick and his crew. “I think Amara is right. Berrick’s okay, but he’s not going to be down here policing his men night and day. Those guys are going to have a lot of unsupervised leeway, and it would be easy for one of them to do something shady. Especially if Senator Caius were to slip them a bag full of gold.”

“But they’re Inquisitors,” Abby said. “You don’t really think they’d take a bribe to massacre a bunch of innocent civilians, do you?”

“Carrera was an Inquisitor, too,” I said, arching an eyebrow. 

“Bloody true,” Cutter said, “and I can tell you from personal experience that the Inquisitors as a whole are not above bribery. Someone like Berrick, sure, but most of those knobs have mouths to feed and rent to pay just like everyone else.” 

“Do not worry about the Inquisitors,” Amara said, her voice cold steel. “Leave them to me. I will reach out to Baymor and recruit some Ak-Hani Rangers to our cause. They will stay hidden, shadows in the night. We will keep these Inquisitors honest.” 

“Perfect. We’ll probably have to reach out to Sandra and Otto, too,” I said. “If we have a bunch of women and children running around here, there’s an even money chance that there are more of them in Oxrus and Einnheimr. I want to make sure everyone knows what the play is—I don’t want a massacre on our hands, even if it’s not in our city.”

“It will be done,” Amara said with a grim nod. “Come, my love”—she threaded her fingers through Cutter’s—“we have work to do. Grim Jack, Abby,” she said with a nod. 

“Jack, don’t forget you still owe me a bloody drink,” Cutter shouted as Amara dragged him away.

Abby and I stood together, wrapped in our thoughts as we watched them go, vanishing around a corner, hand in hand, smiles on their faces. They seemed so happy together, despite everything that was going on. Seeing them like that stirred up a lot of mixed emotions. I was thrilled for them, but their obvious love was a bitter reminder of my own situation with Abby. 

Abby seemed to feel the same way, since she turned on me, her face grim. She looked like a woman squaring up for a battle. “Hey, do you mind if we talk for a minute? Just kind of touch base.”

“Sure? What’s up?” I replied, though I knew exactly what was up. 

“I just...” She trailed off. “Well, we never really had a chance to discuss what happened the other night. On the balcony. We’ve been so busy doing all this”—she swept her hands around, gesturing at the city—“but I haven’t been able to get that argument out of my head. I know we have bigger fish to fry, but I also think we need to focus on the small things. Like us. It’s important to me, Jack. We need to make time for it. Is that okay?” she asked, the heat slipping out of her voice as she searched my face.  

Something pinged in my ear. A new quest alert from Sophia.

No, no, no. This was the worst possible timing. 

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 3

A group of Imperials is pinned down in a canyon not far from Idruz and requires immediate assistance! One of those Imperials is Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia. Save him at all costs, or risk losing a key Imperial ally in the Senate, which could compromise the war effort. Make your way to Gnaeus’ location as soon as possible. Go by foot and go alone. Time is critical!

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: It’s possible the Vogthar are more than they seem; find a Vogthar Lorekeeper to get the answers you seek. They may just hold the key to toppling Thanatos.

Success 3: Save Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia within 28 minutes!

Success 4: ???????

Success 5: ???????

Success 6: ???????

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

Map Update

Congratulations! Your in-world map has been updated with a new location: Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia!

<<<>>>

A countdown timer immediately popped up in the corner of my vision, seconds flying by at a preternatural speed. Great. So not only did I have a new mission, but I was supposed to go by foot and go alone—right when Abby was trying to have a heart-to-heart with me.

“Jack,” Abby said, her voice rough and deeply disgruntled, “do you have your interface open right now? Dammit, Jack. This is important. You get that, right? I mean, I know we’re both busy, but we can’t just pretend like nothing happened the other night. We need to work through this like adults.”

I heard her but I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the steadily ticking timer. I had no idea who Gnaeus Gessia was or why he was important, but if Sophia told me I needed to save him, then I needed to save him, and my time was running out. 

“Abby, I am so sorry about this,” I said, pulling away from her. “I really am. You’re right, we do need to talk, but now isn’t a good time. I just got a quest from Sophia, and it’s got a timer. Down to twenty-seven minutes and counting.” 

“Fine. Then let me come with you at least?” she pleaded, reaching out to me with one hand. 

Go by foot and go alone. It was like Sophia was purposely trying to sabotage my relationship with Abby. She and I were going to have a long talk about timing and personal boundaries the next time we saw each other.

I shook my head, face flushing in shame. “I’m sorry, Abs. I can’t bring you with me. I know this is going to sound unbelievable, but it’s something I have to do alone.” 

Her face darkened as I spoke, eyes narrowing in anger. “Sure. Of course it is,” she said, her words full of venom. “Fine, do what you need to do, Jack,” she said, throwing up her hands, “but you can’t avoid this forever!”

“I swear, I’m not trying to avoid anything,” I said, gaze flickering to the timer spinning away. This was going to be close, and I couldn’t afford to lose any more time. “It’s just a timed mission. There’s an Imperial unit pinned down, and the prompt says I have to go alone. I’m sorry, Abby. I am. We’ll talk, I promise, just as soon as I work through this quest.”

Without any further explanation, I turned my back on her and took off at a sprint, heading for the barrens outside of Idruz as fast as my feet would carry me. Inside my head, an all-too-familiar mantra played on repeat, like a song I’d heard too many times: Sometimes there is no winning. To save the world, you must first give up that which matters most in your world...
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Imperial Rescue

[image: image]


I TRACKED THE TIME out of the corner of my eye. Eighteen minutes and counting. God, but I hated timed quests. And this felt simultaneously like a timed quest and some sort of bizarre escort quest, which made it even worse.

Full dark had already come, and a sickly moon hung overhead, jeering down on the world with its weak, watery light. The corpseglow from Idruz drifted up, painting hazy streaks of green across the sky, blotting out most of the stars. Not that I could see a whole lot of the sky to begin with.

I was in a winding, narrow gorge that had been carved into the earth by some ancient river that had dried up long ago. The sheer walls of the gorge rose up, up, up, curving in near the top so only tiny patches of night peeked through. If not for my racial Night Eye ability, navigating the passage would’ve been impossible without a torch to light the way—and using a torch in a place like this would’ve drawn mobs to me like moths to a flame. A thin dusting of snow crunched softly beneath my boots as I padded forward, trailing one hand along the face of the gray stone wall to my right.

When I was sixteen, my family went on a summer road trip to Arizona. My dad was a camping fanatic and loved uprooting us at least a few weekends every year to go explore some new wonder of nature. That summer, the feat du jour was the Antelope Canyons, situated on a Navajo reservation due east of Page, Arizona. We’d explored a number of different canyon systems before, but the Antelope Canyons were in a league of their own. Twisting, sheer walls of red, orange, and yellow stone so smooth, flawless, and flowing they looked like they’d been sculpted by the hands of a giant. Twisting rock spire arches. Shafts of sunlight peeking through the shady passageway, creating pools of colored light along the dusty ground.

We spent a week there, tent camping at night, my dad playing an acoustic guitar and badly belting out old classic rock while we sat around a fire, roasting marshmallows. Whenever I saw something like this, I always thought of my parents and regretted that they hadn’t made the leap themselves. V.G.O. was a brutal place at times, but it was also deeply beautiful. 

This place was Antelope Canyon’s equal in every way, though a tad creepier. There was also one other major difference between the two.

Antelope Canyon had been warm. This place? Yeah, not so much.

I wrapped my arms across my chest, hunching my shoulders and curling in on myself. Didn’t help. I shivered, teeth chattering from the frosty fingers of cold clawing at every inch of exposed skin. Intellectually, I’d known full well that Morsheim was cold. But, apparently, I’d been spending too much time down in Yunnam, because I was wildly unprepared for exactly how cold it was. Or exactly how miserable tramping through ice and snow in the dead of night was. I’d equipped a heavy cloak and a pair of leather gloves, but the strangely silent wind cut through my woefully inadequate clothing like a wet towel. 

I was sorely missing Abby’s presence for a variety of reasons, but foremost among them was that I was never cold when she was around—one of the many perks of having a Firebrand on the team. A wave of embarrassment and shame washed through me like the incoming tide as I thought about Abby and the way I’d just left her hanging back there. I felt like an asshole. But what option had I had? She wasn’t wrong—we did need to talk and work through things—but we were also in a war zone, and I had quests to run. 

Lives were on the line and every second mattered. There had to be a balance there, but damned if I knew where it was. What I knew for sure, however, was that I hadn’t handled the situation well. At all. She was going to be pissed at me, and rightfully so. No use beating myself up about it now, though—what was done was done. With an effort of stubborn will, I pushed thoughts of Abby to the back of my mind and picked up the pace, eager to get the mission over and done with.

I gritted my teeth and tromped on at a near jog, working through the claustrophobic press of the walls as I kept one eye fixed on the timer. After another ten minutes, the gorge thinned dramatically, tapering into a craggy fissure just wide enough for me to shimmy through sideways. Despite my high-flying antics with Devil, I wasn’t a huge fan of heights, and I was even less of a fan of constricting narrow passages where I might get stuck. Besides, this seemed like an awfully good place to stage an ambush. True, I hadn’t seen a single mob since entering the canyon, but that only made me more suspicions. 

I took a moment and pulled up my user interface, trying to catch my breath while I double-checked my map. This place was in the middle of nowhere, but sure enough, a quest marker blazed not far off. Only seven minutes left, but I was in striking distance.

Although I was exhausted from the day and highly unamused, I closed out of the map and forced my way deeper into the fissure. Sucking in my stomach, I pressed my back flat against the rough stone wall and edged inward, inch by terrible inch. The passageway was so tight in places I thought at times I’d have to turn back and call it quits. The stubborn gamer in me flatly refused. Not after smashing the self-destruction button on my personal life in order to be here. 

I was going to rescue Gnaeus Gessia even if I had to blast my way through this canyon with wave after wave of Umbra Fire. 

Like the rest of the gorge, the passage twisted and snaked, doubling back a number of times before finally dumping me into a natural bowl-shaped cavern. A crescent-shaped opening in the rocky ceiling overhead let in a brilliant shaft of moonlight, illuminating the cavern. Opal light painted the landscape and splashed over the derelict exterior of some ancient temple, gouged directly into the face of the far side of the cavern. I’d watched so many pulp classics with my dad that it was impossible not to see the uncanny resemblance between this place and the Treasury Temple from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. 

There among the rocks and stone and snow was the lost platoon of Imperial soldiers I’d come searching for. And I’d made it with two minutes to spare. Though, truthfully, I wasn’t sure this group had two minutes. They were locked in a deadly battle of survival against five hulking creatures carved from the same pale gray stone as the cavern walls, and they were losing. Badly. The creatures—clearly temple guardians—were top-heavy monstrosities, nine feet tall, half as wide, and vaguely man-shaped. With arms and legs as thick as telephone poles, these things were built for strength not speed, and from the look of things, they were mean. 

[Keepers of the Lost]

Over half the Legionnaires were already down, several lying on their backs with severe breaks or blood running freely from vicious lacerations or deep puncture wounds. One man, his face waxy and sweat-slick, had a broken leg, the limb jutting off at a queasy, unnatural angle. A woman in lorica clutched one arm to her chest, her forearm curved like an S, a shard of bone poking through the skin. A single Legionnaire—a kid, all of fifteen or sixteen—tended the wounded, hastily trying to patch them up with bandages, but it was obvious he was no healer. From the state of things, it was safe to assume they were out of Health regen potions.

Only three of the Imperial squad still fought, all of them decked out in custom gear that set them apart from the other Legion fighters, who wore standard issue Imperial armor. 

Probably Travelers, then. 

A Dwarf in a shirt of heavy chain mail, so long it nearly brushed the ground, was acting as a tank, taunting the creatures mercilessly, absorbing thunderous blows on a pair of kite shields, each as large as he was. A pure tank. I’d seen other Dwarves up north carrying dual shields, but I’d never seen one in action. 

“Come at me, stony boi!” the Dwarf bellowed, his voice oddly light coming from such a powerful, stocky frame. One of the Keepers lunged in; the crunch of gravel and the grating of boulders filled the air as it moved. The Keeper threw a wild haymaker, its enormous fist transforming midflight into a spike-covered wrecking ball. The Dwarf brought his shields together with a resonating clang just as the mace slammed into him. A hit like that should’ve bowled the Dwarf over like a set of pins, but a wall of silver force exploded out on impact, knocking the creature back by five or six feet. 

Meanwhile, the other two members fought to contain the other four Keepers. 

A Wode, dressed in heavy furs and wearing an antler helm, chanted ceaselessly. Her hands wove complex patterns in the air, summoning a wall of wrist-thick black vines studded with inch-long spikes from the snow-sprinkled earth. The plants formed a flexible barrier, six feet high and three feet across, sequestering the stone golems from the injured party members. Safely behind the wall of conjured vines, a High Elf in tan and brown leather armor darted across the cavern, his bow a blur of motion as he let loose arrows tipped with marbled-sized vials of green goop. The shafts exploded on impact, splattering the lumbering creatures with biting acid that chewed through stone with ease.

The Imperial fighters were holding the line—barely—but they weren’t dealing nearly enough damage to put the creatures down for good, especially since I knew for a fact that these things weren’t run-of-the-mill dungeon mobs. For one, they weren’t inside the ruins, which is where you would expect to run across deadly monsters, but rather were trying to keep the invaders from entering altogether. Their name also sparked a dormant memory from my early days in V.G.O. I’d run across Keepers not so different from these before. 

But only once. 

Darkshard Keep hadn’t always been the seat of the Crimson Alliance; originally it had been a decrepit set of ruins, presided over by a fearful guardian so powerful the local Dokkalfar wouldn’t go within a mile of the place. Getting Chief Kolle and Amara to lead us there had been like pulling the teeth of an especially grumpy crocodile. And, admittedly, for good reason, since the Keepers and the Darkshard Guardian, Brewald, had almost turned our entire party into meat paste. Only having an unbound Faction Seal had saved us in the end. 

A lot had changed since then, however, and I figured I had a pretty good chance of leveling the playing field.

I pulled out my weapon, the metal and stone rasping along leather as it left my belt, and surged into action. Quick as a thought, I conjured Umbra Bog. Tentacles of lashing shadow reached up from stone and snow, hopelessly miring the creatures and buying me a few moments. A shocked mutter rose from the Legion troops, who hadn’t noticed my arrival yet, but I paid them no mind. I sprinted toward the downed Imperials huddled against the cavern wall and fished four Health potions from my inventory. 

“Gnaeus Gessia,” I yelled. “Which one of you is Gnaeus Gessia?”

The kid tending the others raised a tentative hand. “I am, sir,” he said, voice sure and steady despite the circumstances. 

“I don’t know who you are, kid, but apparently you’ve got some friends in high places.” I tossed him the vials. “Get everyone patched up! Now!”  

“Yes, sir,” Gnaeus said, cool and collected, steady fingers prying cork tops loose. He was good under pressure, that was for sure.  

Turning away, I activated Shadow Stride and slipped from the Material Plane. Deep relief washed over me that everything was as it should be—no monsters lurking, waiting to ensnare me or munch on my limbs for an afternoon snack. After contending against the Idruz Gatehouse Horror, I was cautious about what other nasty surprises Morsheim had squirreled away up its sleeves. I hustled across the eerily still landscape, phasing through the Wode Druid then bolting straight through the wall of thorns, which proved as insubstantial as everything else in the Shadowverse. 

Of the five stone Keepers, only one was remotely injured, while the rest seemed to be in nearly pristine health. Four of the creatures were hemmed in by the vine walls. The fifth was locked in combat with the Dwarf, who was doing a fine job of simultaneously drawing aggro and keeping the creature at bay. 

After a few seconds of thought, I picked the healthiest of the Keepers and dropped into Stealth, posting up behind the creature’s hunched back. I wasn’t too worried about my chances of bringing this thing down, but the Gate Horror had proven to be uncannily difficult, so there was no point in risking things. These days, few creatures could withstand a direct hit from me, but throw my backstab multiplier into the mix and that number dropped to just shy of zero. With a deep breath, I stepped back into the Material Plane and attacked, hammer tracing a wicked arc as I triggered every added effect I could muster in the process. 

The blunt face of my weapon connected with the solid thud of a jackhammer, and the Keeper simply exploded from the force. Dust erupted in a cloud, chunks of rock shooting out as blocky oversized limbs dropped to the ground.

Quick and efficient.

Wasting no time, I moved in a blur, dispatching the next Keeper in line with a trio of rapid-fire Umbra Bolts, turning it into gravel. I pivoted hard left, blocking a clumsy overhand strike then unleashing a screaming Night Cyclone on the remaining three. The whirlwind wasn’t powerful enough to pick the heavy golems up and toss them around like rag dolls—they must’ve each weighed a literal ton—but it did rip off arms and legs, grinding much of their rocky bodies to fine dust. One survived the merciless onslaught, but a single swing from my hammer finished it off like a pinata after suffering a beating from a crowd of schoolkids on a sugar high. 

The entire battle had taken less than thirty seconds. 

When the swirling dust finally cleared, I found all of the Legionnaires back on their feet, clustered in a tight formation. Shields at the ready, weapons brandished, they kept their eyes locked on me as though I were a rabid monster that might just need killing.

“It’s okay,” I said with a tired smile, stowing my weapon at my side. “We’re on the same side.”

Still no one spoke. Instead they shared uneasy glances amongst themselves, a few licking chapped lips, others tensing even more. Finally, the Wode Druid spoke.

“How’d you do that, huh? We’ve been fighting those things for close to an hour, rotating our numbers, burning through ammo and potions. Then you come in and wipe the floor with ’em without breaking a sweat.” Her eyes narrowed, a grim expression—equal parts reverence and fear—on her face. “How?”

“I’m Grim Jack,” I said with a shrug, the only real explanation I needed. “Now, why don’t you guys collect the loot and cut loose? It’s been a long day, and chances are you don’t want any part of what’s inside there.”

“But you killed them,” the Dwarf pointed out, one eyebrow raised. “You should get the loot.” 

I shook my head. “You guys did the hard part. You deserve whatever these things have—”

The world around me rumbled, tilting on edge, and all I saw was a look of total shock—a look that quickly morphed to horror—on the Dwarf’s bearded face. Then something broadsided me like a runaway semi, pulverizing most of the bones in the left side of my body while I flipped and tumbled through the air.
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Timely Intervention
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MY WORLD WAS PAIN AND agony: Bones, brittle glass. Skin, thin parchment paper. The blood flowing through my veins, red-hot magma. Everything below my waist was dead weight and oddly numb. Just pinpricks of sensation sprinting along my shins and dancing at the tips of my toes. I lay, partly propped up on my right side, arm pinned beneath my mangled body, my Health strobing bright red, warning me of the critical danger I was in. I was at a paltry ten percent Health, and that was thanks only to the passive Death’s Door Ability I’d picked up at level 49. 

<<<>>>

Skill: Death’s Door

The Shadowmancer draws on the Shadow-Spark lingering deep inside their soul to stave off the final moment, even while standing at Death’s Door. When your Health drops below 5%, Umbral Power floods your body, restoring x% of your HP instantly, where x = Shadow-Spark level.  

Skill Type/Level: Passive/Level 1

Cost: None

Range: N/A

Cast Time: N/A

Cooldown: 3 hours

Effect 1: When your Health drops below 5%, instantly regain x%, where x = Shadow-Spark level (Current Level: 10)

<<<>>>

Although I couldn’t move, at least I had a good view of the cavern—though everything was hazy, distorted, and blanketed with a patchwork pattern of white starbursts. My head ached as though someone had just spent most of the day driving nails through my skull with a sledgehammer; every thought seemed to come in fits and starts. 

I blinked lazily, trying to make sense of what the heck had happened, but nothing made sense. There were a number of alarming red notices blinking in the corner of my vision, demanding my immediate attention, and since I couldn’t think of anything better to do, I pulled them up. 

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Severe Concussion: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 3 minutes. 

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

Stunning Blow: You have sustained a stunning blow! Attack damage -15%; Stamina Regeneration reduced by 30%; movement speed reduced by 35%; duration, 1 minute.

Fractured Jaw: You cannot speak and cannot cast mage spells; duration, 1 minutes.

Critical Spinal Trauma: You have suffered a debilitating spinal injury and are temporarily immobilized from the waist down! Warning! Portions of your spine have been pulverized; duration—the damage is too intense to heal naturally and requires the aid of either Restorative Magic or a Health regeneration potion. 

Shattered Arm: All of the bones in your left arm have been shattered! You cannot use your left arm and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration—the damage is too intense to heal naturally and requires the aid of either Restorative Magic or a Health regeneration potion. 

Fractured Leg: You cannot use your left leg! Movement rate reduced by 65%; duration, 2 minutes.

Severe Internal Bleeding: You have sustained internal bleeding: 3 HP/sec; duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>

Well, that certainly explained a few things; now, I just needed to get the license plate number of the bus that had clobbered me.

“Run, all of you!” came a sharp whipcrack of command. “And forget this place. Forget what you saw here.” The voice was so familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.

I heard the scuffle of feet and the clank of armor as the Imperials broke, then something enormous lurched into view. Another golem, though not one of the shapeless stone Keepers I’d tussled with a few moments ago. At a full fifteen feet tall, this golem had the face of a man—high cheekbones, a strong jawline, covered by a short, well-kept beard, and a mop of curly hair. A pair of curling ram’s horns protruded from the tangle of hair, and a laurel rested lightly on top of its head. The creature had the torso of a man, but its legs were covered in what looked like coarse fur, and instead of feet it sported broad hooves. 

It vaguely reminded me of the satyrs I’d seen while kicking around in the Realm of Order, hunting down Vox-Malum. 

The uber satyr carried a ridiculously oversized stone maul, one end stained with a splatter of blood. It wasn’t hard to figure out where the blood had come from, considering the mushed left side of my body. Looking at that monster, I could say for certain I was lucky to be alive, though it was stomping toward me, so chances were good I wouldn’t be alive for much longer. A tag flashed briefly above its enormous head, but it was nearly impossible to read since the words kept swimming in my vision. After squinting for a long beat, I got the words to stay still just long enough to fully read them. 

[Guardian of the Lost]

“Only the Lorekeepers of Memory are allowed passage,” the guardian bellowed, voice deep and steadfast. Unyielding and unreasoning. “Turn back or suffer destruction.”

I tried to choke out that I would be happy to turn back, just as soon as my legs were working again. Thanks to the busted jaw, however, all that came out was a muddled jumble of absolute gibberish.

“And how exactly do you propose he does that?” came the voice again. 

A man stepped into view. Instead of traditional armor, he wore a sleek black suit—vaguely Victorian in design—studded with brass gears and covered with holographic thread that created intricate patterns and complex sigils. A leather bandolier, short cape, and black top hat—perched on his head at a rakish angle—completed the look. Suddenly, it clicked into place. Osmark. Though why he was here and how he had found me was a mystery I couldn’t even begin to get my head around. Though that may have had something to do with the severe concussion. 

The Artificer held a repeater in one hand, and in the other he clutched a number of small metallic orbs. 

“Only the Lorekeepers of Memory are allowed passage,” the guardian repeated, unmoved by Osmark’s questions. “Turn back or suffer destruction.” Without waiting for Osmark to comply, the creature shambled into motion, charging like an enraged bull while winding up its massive war maul. 

Osmark moved in a flash, impossibly quick. 

He sprang back like an acrobat, the six orbs in his hand flying at once, all flicked with deadly precision. They landed in a semicircle around the charging titan, exploding in a spray of gray smoke and black shrapnel, releasing thousands of quarter-sized metal spikes. Caltrops. I’d been on the receiving end of those little suckers more than once, and they were agony—effortlessly slicing through armor, taking a hundred tiny bites out of your HP, and drastically slowing movement rate all in one fell swoop. Before the smoke even cleared, Osmark somehow fished three more orbs from his inventory, these gunmetal-gray and the size of cantaloupes. 

They landed on the stony ground with a hiss and a whirl, releasing a flash of electric-blue light; I had just enough presence of mind to press my eyes shut tight so I wouldn’t be momentarily blinded. When the light finally faded and I opened my eyes, the orbs were gone, replaced by a trio of mechanical turrets, each about waist high, balanced on spindly tripods, and constructed of copper tubing, a host of brass fixtures, and a bevy of gears, cogs, and gauges. 

The guardian surveyed the three turrets, clearly trying to assess the threat and figure out which thing to pulverize first... Big mistake. 

All three turrets opened up at once, unleashing a barrage of deadly rounds and a cacophony that reverberated through the cavern. A steam-powered Gatling gun vomited a constant stream of bullets, brass cartridges raining down, a swarm of angry bees that chipped away at the stone. The other two didn’t shoot bullets at all. Instead, one fired rockets—arrow-tipped, jet-propelled missiles that exploded on impact—while the other hurled shrieking buzz saws the size of dinner plates. The rockets were merciless, blasting holes out of the guardian, while the buzz saws sheared through rocky limbs as though they were made of paper mache.

The creature staggered under the onslaught, fighting to move forward. 

That lasted all of ten seconds before the guardian was a pile of smoking rubble and obliterated debris that could be hoovered up in a shop vac.

The display was a hell of a reminder that Osmark was not a man to be messed with. He might’ve looked soft around the edges, but there was cold, hard steel lurking beneath his veneer of civility.

“Are you really here, or is my brain just bleeding?” I asked, since the Broken Jaw debuff had finally worn off. 

“Why does it have to be an either or?” he replied, stowing his pistol. He threaded his way toward me, carefully stepping around the chunks of smoking guardian. “As a point of fact, I am here and your brain is bleeding.” He pulled a Health regen potion from the belt slung low around his hips and shoved it into my working hand. My left arm was still shattered beyond the point of natural repair, but I’d managed to dislodge my right arm from beneath my body. Using one hand, I wiggled the bone cork from the top of the vial and downed the potion while Osmark watched on, arms crossed, his face an unreadable mask. 

Agony and sweet relief washed through my body as bones realigned, torn muscle reknit, and pulped skin regrew in the span of seconds. The potion only brought my Health up to thirty percent, but with my naturally high regen rate, another ten minutes or so would set me straight. I pitched the bottle to one side, the glass tinkling on the gritty ground, and sat up, feeling infinitely better although the potion didn’t do anything to help ease the aches, pains, and general exhaustion from the day. As though to remind me that it had been ages since I’d last had a meal, my stomach chose that exact moment to issue a whining grumble.

I pulled up my remaining active debuffs, causally toggling through the lot of them. Crap. Level 4 Hungry, Level 3 Tired, Level 3 Thirsty, Level 4 Unwashed, and the worst of the lot, Level 2 Occupational Stress:

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs:

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

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

<<<>>>

That one hadn’t been such an issue in the beginning but had been creeping in over the past few weeks—cracks forming in my foundation as more and more responsibility was heaped onto my shoulders. A constant reminder that I was woefully underequipped and unfit to deal with a major war effort like this. The actual fighting and questing, that came naturally to me, but dealing with watch shifts, casualty logs, and logistics reports, all while coordinating with generals and browbeating lifelong politicians into action, was really starting to take its toll.  

“Okay, so you’re really here,” I finally said. 

He rolled his eyes and offered me a hand, pulling me to my feet. 

“I guess my next two questions are, one, how did you find me, and two, why are you here at all? It’s not that I’m not grateful, but I have to admit, the timing seems far too suspicious to be coincidence.”

He snorted and shook his head. “Coincidence?” he asked, amused. “Come now, Jack, you know better than that. Of course it isn’t coincidence. Do you honestly believe Sophia is the only Overmind taking a direct hand in this war? Enyo is just as conniving and manipulative, and these days, the pair of them are working together. I assume you received the same painfully unclear quest alert I did? Save Gnaeus Gessia. Come alone.” 

I grimaced and nodded as I scrubbed the grit and grime from my palms, then fruitlessly tried to brush away the thick layer of gray dust coating my armor. 

“Well, there you have it. Our respective bosses apparently thought it was time we had that heart-to-heart you’ve been so insistent about.” He turned on his heel, and I half expected him to make for the entrance of the mysterious ruins, but instead he headed over to a small alcove gouged into the cavern wall, pulled a pair of foldable canvas camp chairs from his inventory, and plopped both down before taking one for himself. He bent forward without a word and busied himself with making a small fire, laying out a few logs, then setting the whole thing ablaze. 

In the space of a few seconds, a fire crackled and popped, inviting heat radiating out, the dancing light throwing dark shadows against the canyon walls. 

“Well, don’t just stand there,” he called, waving to the second chair. “We’re both busy men, best to use our time wisely.”
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Campfire Chat
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I HESITATED FOR ONLY a second before padding over. “Don’t you think we should maybe go explore those ruins?” I asked, hooking a thumb toward the temple carved into the rockface. “Seems like Sophia wouldn’t send us here unless she wanted us to take a peek inside.” 

“Did your quest mention investigating any ruins?” he replied with an easy grin, prodding the fire with a crooked stick. “Because mine most certainly didn’t. Mine said save Gnaeus Gessia, which I did. And since it’s been a long day and an even longer month, I think this is plenty far enough for me. Besides”—he paused, grin slipping away, lips turning down in a frown as studied the ruins—“you don’t want any part of that place. Not yet, anyway. 

“You and I both know it’s no run-of-the-mill dungeon, but it’s also not what you think either, Jack.” He bent forward, nudging one of the logs with the toe of his boot. “I saw places like this during my time in the Shattered Realms,” he offered after a long, thoughtful beat. “It’s a memory node, not a keep. And considering the location, this one probably revolves around Thanatos. Best leave it alone until we’re invited in, I think.” 

“What’s a memory node?” I asked, casting my mind back for any reference of the term. I couldn’t remember ever hearing the term or discussing it with anyone in the Alliance.

“It’s part of the deep V.G.O. memory bank system,” he said, stretching out his legs with a groan, then pulling free a silver flask from his pocket. “The Overminds are responsible for all of this,” he said, flapping one hand around, “but they aren’t omnipotent. Like their Aspects, they have to relinquish control in one area to gain control in another, and they only have so much processing power. That’s a large part of the reason why they have Champions and Priests. It doesn’t end there, though. They’ve set up memory nodes like these across the continent. They act as information hubs. Which is a very roundabout way of saying they’re data storage points for essential parts of the game world that the Overminds have automated.”

He tipped back his flask, taking a long drink, which struck me as odd. I’d seen Osmark sip a beer a time or two, but he’d never struck me as a heavy drinker. He sure was hitting that flask awfully hard, though.

“The Empirical Library Core at the heart of the Necropolis is the single largest memory node, but there are plenty of others,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of one hand. “Usually, they’re in secured locations in the Divine Realms, though not always. Eldgard proper has more than its fair share. But they’re always well defended. Always. And not just by guardians like those.” He nodded toward the various piles of rubble sprinkled about the cavern floor. “There are other things that skulk around nodes. Fail-safes. Even the Overminds have to step lightly around them. You and I might be fine, since you have the Reality Editor, but why risk it? Especially since I’m fairly certain you’ll find a guide with access to this node eventually. Now, are you going to take a seat or not?”  

“Still leaning toward no,” I replied, moving closer, but refusing to sit. All of this seemed off somehow. 

“I’m not trying to lure you into some trap, Jack.” He screwed the lid to his flask back in place and stowed it in his breast pocket. “I thought we’d moved well beyond that.”

“Yeah, I thought we had too,” I shot back, a sharper edge in the words than I’d intended, “but that was before you slipped off into the Shattered Realms, then closed ranks and cut me out of the loop. For a guy with a less than steller track record about lying and manipulating, I think I have justifiable reason to be cautious.”

“That’s fair,” he said with a shrug, not trying to deny it or shift the blame. “But, if I wanted you gone, all I would’ve had to do was nothing. That guardian had you dead to rights. The fact that I intervened should count for something.” He motioned to the open chair with his free hand. “For what it’s worth, Jack, you have my word. I’m not trying to pull anything here. I just need a break. And I think you do, too. It’s probably been a while since you’ve eaten. Let me get something cooking—maybe that will change your mind.” 

He hunched over and rummaged around in his inventory before finally pulling free a pair of wooden skewers and two fist-sized slabs of red meat. 

“Grass Wolf filets,” he offered in explanation, spearing each piece, then carefully propping them up so the filets hung over the licking flames. Immediately, the aroma of grilling meat assaulted my nostrils, the scent both savory and gamy, conjuring images of tall grasses and marshy fields teeming with life. The smell alone persuaded me to move. Reluctantly, I took the other seat, leaning into the heat and drinking in the smell of cooking food. Osmark occasionally turned the spits until both sides were lightly charred, the grease sizzling and dripping into the flames.

“So, here we are,” he said, offering me a halfhearted grin. “Former enemies, sharing a fire and food in an inhospitable land where literally everything wants us dead. Certainly not how I would’ve imagined things a year ago, but then, such is life.”

He leaned forward, drew our dinner from the fire, and handed me a skewer with a pleasant smile. 

“What happened to you?” I blurted out, snatching the skewer and ignoring his small talk. “You ghosted me. But now you want to pretend everything’s okay, when clearly it isn’t?”

He glanced away and crossed his legs, one foot bobbing. “First, I didn’t ghost you. Sandra has been in contact on my behalf, working out essential logistics and answering your most important questions.” 

“Except questions about you,” I said. 

“Look, it’s complicated, Jack,” he said with a sigh. “I know what you experienced in the Realm of Order, because I was along for the ride. But I can assure you, my time in the Shattered Realms wasn’t even remotely the same. It was far less... pleasant.”

“What happened?” I pressed, out of more than just curiosity. We weren’t friends exactly, but we were definitely more than enemies, and there was some small part of me that felt genuine concern for him. 

“Are you sure you really want to know?” he asked, sounding as mysterious as any Overmind. 

I nodded. 

Finally, he shrugged and set his food to the side. “Fine.” He stood primly and started undoing the buttons of his jacket. 

I opened my mouth to protest, but he silenced me with a look and a raised finger. “You asked,” he murmured. Osmark pulled off his outer jacket, carefully removed a vest covered with geometric shapes beneath, then pulled his billowy white shirt off over his head. 

My breath caught in my chest, and I instinctively flinched away.  

His whole torso was a patchwork quilt of faded white scars, metal plates riveted into place, and glass panels, which allowed me to see the softly whirling gears inside him where his organs should’ve been. Holy crap, he was more metal than flesh. His forearms were still mostly intact, but neon green bands of energy curled and spiraled across the skin, no different than the tattoos marring the Vogthar. Embedded directly in the center of his chest was a green malachite stone the size of a half dollar, which pulsed with potent energy. 

The Reality Editor vibrated madly against my chest, thrumming with its own power. I couldn’t even begin to guess at how this happened or who had done it to him, but the ultimate weapon, built to destroy gods, wanted nothing more than to wipe Osmark off the face of the map.  

“Traumatic is an appropriate, though underwhelming, word for what happened to me in the Shattered Realms,” Osmark said softly. 

I wanted to throw up. He’d been tortured. Mutilated. 

“How is this even possible?” I choked out. “We’re Travelers. We heal. We shouldn’t be able to sustain that kind of long-term damage.”

“So most people think,” he replied with a weary grin. “But there are ways, Jack. And, before you get the wrong impression, let me confess that I consented to this. To all of it. To the torture. To the mental scourging and the trips into the memory nodes scattered around the Shattered Realms. To the endless number of deaths and respawns.” 

Endless number of deaths and respawns. “Why?”

He didn’t speak, instead slipping on his shirt, then securing his vest and coat back in place with nimble fingers. “Eat,” he said, instead of answering. “It’s going to get cold otherwise, and Grass Wolf gets stringy once it cools too much.”

After seeing his butchered form, I didn’t think I would want to eat again for a week—but my stomach issued a mighty grumble, insisting that I should listen to him. I raised the skewer and sank my teeth into the filet, pulling away a mouthful of succulent meat. Even unseasoned, the flavor was heady and rich, and the meat was so tender it practically melted like butter on my tongue. We ate in a rather amicable silence for a while, both of us engrossed in the meal.

He finished first, setting the skewer to the side, then gently adding a new block of wood to the fire and blowing on the coals so they burned cherry red against the night.

“The reason why, Jack, is because I make the hard choices,” he offered as I finished my meal and wiped the grease away from my chin with the edge of my cloak. “It’s what I do. It’s who I am. I’m the man who will do the hard things no one else is willing to do. I’m willing to pay the price, even if the whole world condemns me for it. I always have, and I always will. I will pay the price no matter what it is.”

My mind conjured an image of me standing over Abby, driving that knife down into her throat. I could see the life flow out of her, face ashen, body limp as blood siphoned through the grooves in the altar—the final key to opening Khalkeús’ tomb. Sometimes there is no winning. To save the world, you must first give up that which matters most in your world. I reached down, running a finger over the ring in my pocket. Could I be as cold as Osmark? Would I be willing to pay any price to save the world? Honestly, I wasn’t sure. Not anymore. 

Could I die for the world? Yes. 

But could I live forever in one where I had to kill the people I loved?    

“What’s wrong, Jack?” Osmark prodded.

I glanced up at him, realizing I’d been silent a lot longer than I’d intended to be.

“Nothing,” I lied, “just something personal.”

“Everything is personal, Jack. Business. Life. Relationships. Saving the world. It’s all personal, because it’s all inescapably intertwined.” He lifted his hand and crossed his fingers in demonstration. “So what is it? And before you think about lying to me, remember that you’re terrible at it, while I, on the other hand, can lie like a fish breathes water.” He tapped the side of his nose. “I’ll know.”

I sighed, warring with myself. Eventually, I pulled the ring from my pocket, holding it up so the light from the fire glinted off the diamond. “It’s about Abby. That and the Doom Forge...” Slowly, I opened up, telling him about my time deep down below Stone Reach. About the trials we’d been forced to undergo, and the very last test that had pushed me right to the edge. I told him about the nightmares I’d been having and my own fears that I was turning into a monster, turning into someone I didn’t particularly like anymore. Killing Abby had been necessary at the time—it had been the only way forward—but had it been the right thing? 

I told him how I’d been pushing her away ever since, trying to keep her at arm’s distance in a fruitless bid to protect her. To keep her safe from Thanatos, but also from me.  

Osmark listened without interrupting, nodding his head in the right places, focused like a laser while I spoke. He wasn’t just listening, though, he was weighing, analyzing, assessing. I could almost see the gears cranking away inside his head, just as I’d been able to see the gears cranking away inside his chest.

“So what should I do?” I finished weakly, feeling as wrung out as a dirty dish towel.

He crossed his legs again and folded his hands in his lap, a thoughtful expression painted on his face. “I have no idea what you should do,” he said with a shrug. “It’s ironic, since I’m probably the only one that can truly relate to what you’re going through, but I’m probably also the single worst person to answer that question. Because, for me, the answer has always been anything and everything. In my mind, the good of the many always and forever outweighs the good of the few. Even when it hurts. But, in another ironic twist, I find myself in exactly the same position as you.

“This”—he motioned at his torso—“nearly broke me. The process was far more than just a strictly physical one, and I’ve found myself pulling away from the few people I care about.” He paused, lips pursed, forehead creased. “Not unlike yourself, actually. I can’t sleep for more than an hour at a time without violent nightmares waking me up. I’m in constant pain. And, for perhaps the first time in my life, I’m fundamentally questioning my choices and wondering if this is all worth it. I’ve had some bleak valleys, but nothing quite like this.

“Worst of all, I can’t share my doubts or fears with anyone.” He took a deep breath and sank more deeply into his chair. “People believe in me, Jack. They need to know that I’m rock solid, unflappable, and ruthless. If they suspected anything else, they’d never follow. The pack of jackals constantly circling around me would sense that kind of weakness and rip me to shreds, which would doom us all. It’s the same reason I avoided talking to you once I got back—I couldn’t risk anyone knowing, not before it was too late for them to do anything about it.”

“Do you think it was worth it?” I asked, after he’d fallen silent. “What happened to you?” 

“Was it worth it... Another question I can’t answer. But I can say, as painful and horrific as it was, I believe this was the only way.” 

“The only way to do what?”

“For us to win, Jack. We’re two sides to the same coin, you and I. You’ve unlocked the weapon capable of stopping Thanatos—and at great personal cost to you,” he said. “And I’ve learned how to use it—and at great personal cost to me.” He slipped his pocket watch out and studied the clockface for a moment. “Apart, neither one of us would be capable of defeating Thanatos, but together we might just have a shot. 

“Whether you know it or not, Thanatos is like a glitch, and you and the Reality Editor are a supercomputer that can put things right. But even the most powerful supercomputer on Earth won’t do you any good if you don’t know how to use it. You also need to know how to code, you need to have a backdoor into the system, and you need to know exactly what the error is. That’s what we have here. You and the Reality Editor are both the computer and the backdoor into the system. Me? I’m everything else.”

For the first time since Osmark had returned from the Shattered Realms, something like hope stirred inside my chest. If he really knew how to use the Reality Editor, then maybe we had a slim chance after all. “Well, what’s the answer?” I asked, literally on the edge of my seat in anticipation. “How the hell do we kill him?”  

A haunted look briefly flashed across Osmark’s face, here than gone. “That... that is a more complicated matter still,” he said flatly. “But you’ll have your answer soon enough. The Overminds have been busy, weaving their webs behind the scenes, and the rest of the pieces are falling into place as we speak.” He surveyed the clockface once more, then snapped the lid closed and shoved it back into his vest pocket. “Come on. We’ve been gone long enough, and we have a war to run.”
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Forged in Fire
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OSMARK’S REFUSAL TO explain anything more bothered me. Yes, I’d gotten a few scant answers, but there was still so much I didn’t know. What other pieces? And why was killing Thanatos so complicated? To me, it seemed like a simple matter of maneuvering him into a corner and using the Reality Editor to take him down just like any other world boss—albeit a very powerful world boss. What did Osmark know that I didn’t? The ruins, buried deep in the canyon, also lingered in the back of my head, but—as with Osmark—answers were nowhere to be found about the strange location.

I didn’t have much time to stew on any of that, though, since the next several days passed in a blur of skirmishes, raids, battles, and counterassaults only occasionally interspaced with time to grab a few minutes of shut-eye or a quick bite to eat. If I was going to trick Thanatos and sneak through a figurative backdoor into Skálaholt, I needed Thanatos to see me out front, and I wore myself ragged making sure he did. Devil and I graced the skies at every turn, leaving streaks of purple fire and a trail of destruction a mile wide in our wake. 

Massacred Vog platoons. Captured Darkling outposts. Broken armies and shattered morale. 

It was exhausting, sure, but hopefully worthwhile in the long run. 

Our first big break since the initial push came on the afternoon of day five.

I was two klicks outside of Idruz at one of our hardened FOBs—Forward Operating Bases—which also happened to double as our Siege Yard. Unlike the city, there were no cobblestone streets, bathhouses, or marble mansions here. This place was cold and wet and miserable. The dusting of snow had melted under the constant foot traffic, turning the ground into a gooey quagmire of mud and slush.  

A contingent of Dwarven engineers and Stonewall sorcerers had erected large earthen berms around the FOB, then further fortified it with a palisade of sharpened wooden stakes. But this was a temporary position and everyone knew it. Tents were arrayed in a haphazard manner, and forges, furnaces, and smelters burned everywhere I looked. Blacksmiths and steel-wrights hammered out reinforced metal or quenched red-hot steel in enormous barrels. A platoon of Firebrands tended to the flames, while engineers, scriveners, and alchemists darted about impromptu rigging and slapdash wooden scaffolding, slaving tirelessly on the siege towers that would hopefully help us take the outer wall of the Necropolis. 

“As you can see,” Vlad said, a fat-bottomed pipe hanging from his mouth as we trudged around the base of one of the towers, mud squelching around our boots with each step, “towers are coming along well. Tall. Very tall. Is good for taking walls, da? Large interior compartments, surrounded by rune-hardened armor and arcane shield generators to protect troops in transit.” Enzo kept pace with us, furiously smoking a hand-rolled cigarette while Vlad spoke. “Here we have one of newer features.”

Vlad swept a hand toward an oversized workbench manned by a Dwarf garbed in Artificer gear, a Risi in a grease-stained apron, and a pair of Wodes both wearing the elaborate glasses that Arcane Scriveners used in their meticulous handiwork. Suspended above the bench on an inelegant system of beams and pulleys was what looked like a large-bored cannon as big as a pickup truck. Finely etched runes spiraled along the length of the barrel, ending at a crank wheel on the side of the weapon, coupled to an iron chain. 

“Steam-powered grappling cannon,” Vlad said with an approving nod. “Will allow us to pull down vulnerable sections of wall or send Rogues over along chains.” He lifted a hand and mimicked someone walking with his fingers. “Is very sturdy. We have many such weapons. Mobile ballistae with Javelin missiles. Rig-mounted Arcane Shadow Cannons. Patented latch ladders with spelled hooks. Inbuilt mage shields. Even jettison platforms for furry spider friends. Is very technical. Will do job.” 

“Don’t forget my base,” Enzo snarled, flicking his cigarette in annoyance. “As I said, Vlad’s wheeled platform was shit, but the new carrier system will give us unmatched versatility and maneuverability. Plus, added height.” He gestured wildly toward another section of the work yard, where a crew of twenty crafters was busy bolting enormous curved metal joints together. There were pistons, gauges, and steel struts, but I wasn’t quite sure how it would all fit together. Or even what I was looking at, to be honest. I hadn’t had an opportunity to review the updated schematics, but if Vlad approved, then I had no worries about whether these towers would work.

I shot a questioning look at Vlad, one eyebrow cocked. 

He shrugged. “French buffoon is not wrong,” he conceded begrudgingly.

“French buffoon!” Enzo shrieked, jabbing his lit cigarette at Vlad’s head. “Con comme une valise sans poignée!” the man swore. At least, I assumed he was swearing based on the dripping venom in his voice.

Vlad replied with a quirk of the lips, hands rising into the air. “Fine. Artificer transportation platform is better than wheeled platform. Happy?” he asked, the question directed at the Frenchman. 

“For now, you uncouth swine,” Enzo replied, temporarily mollified.

“We employed scaled-up version of Brand-Forged Scavling for base,” Vlad said. “Will be very formidable when finished.”

“Excellent,” I said, rubbing my hands together to dispel the chill in my fingertips. “And the other thing?” I dropped my voice. “Operation Blackout?” 

“Yes, is almost—”

“Jack!” rang out a familiar voice, cutting Vlad off before he could finish whatever he’d been about to say. Cutter beelined toward me, tromping through the muck with grim determination. “Gods, there you are.” He scowled. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Why didn’t you just send a PM?” 

“Right,” he replied, slapping the side of his head with mock incredulity. “A PM. Bloody hell below, why didn’t I think of that?” His scowl deepened into a glower. “I sent about ten bloody PMs, you git. And since you wouldn’t answer, Abby sent me searching for you. I’ve been hiking all over this godsforsaken city looking for you, getting mud all over my bloody boots when I could’ve been drinking down in the pub.”

I pulled up my interface and groaned under my breath. 

I’d silenced the messages last night to try to get a little sleep but had forgotten to turn them back on. I had a backlog of messages a hundred deep, including several from Abby. She and I still hadn’t talked after taking Idruz—in fact, we’d only seen each other in passing over the last few days. Things were more uncertain between us than they’d ever been before, and I wasn’t sure how to fix it. Ignoring her PMs certainly wasn’t the solution to get back in her good graces, though. 

I sighed. It was official. I was working too hard. Doing too much. Things were starting to slip through the cracks, and at a time when nothing could afford to slip through the cracks. 

“We have a pub?” I asked, feeling a little dazed. If things were slipping this bad, maybe I really did need a drink. 

“That’s your problem right there, Jack. No bloody priorities. Yes, of course we have a pub. It was the first thing the Thieves Guild set up after securing the city. It would be downright criminal not to have at least one establishment dedicated to drinking and gambling. We thieves would never allow it. There’d be a strike.” 

“Sorry,” I replied, shaking my head. “I’ll make sure it won’t happen again.” Even if it meant I wouldn’t get any sleep. I didn’t agree with Osmark about everything, but he was right about one thing: People believed in me. They needed to know I was rock solid. They needed a leader now more than ever, and I couldn’t fall asleep behind the wheel. Especially not when we were so close to crossing the finish line. 

Cutter’s face softened. “I was just ribbing you, Jack,” he said, slinging his arm companionably around my shoulders. “We all know just how many hours you’re putting in. Don’t beat yourself up too much, friend. Especially not when I can just ask Amara to do it for you. She’ll be more than happy to pummel you bloody if it’ll make you feel better.”

I snorted. “Thanks, man. Means a lot.” I rubbed the sleep from my eyes as he guided me through the yard. I was just so tired these days. “So, what new emergency do I need to deal with this time, huh?”

“Phft. No new emergency. I only like to deliver good news,” he said with a smirk. “You know that. I’m all about drinking, gambling, looting, and celebrating. And good news is, I’ve got an answer to our Vogthar situation. Well.” He seesawed his head. “Maybe not an answer but at least a bloody lead. I put out feelers to everyone—the pickpocket crews, the Sicarii of the Assassin’s Cut, the Ministry of Whispers. Everyone who owed me a favor. Honestly, I was starting to think there was nothing to find, if you take my meaning. That lot can usually turn up dirt on anyone, anywhere, about anything, and they can usually do it in the time it takes to drink a pint. One of my informants with the Whisperers finally bloody found something. Come on.”

The world brightened a little at Cutter’s words. It felt like ages since I’d had a piece of genuinely good news, so this was a welcome change of pace.

We left the crafters’ FOB behind and headed over to the Vogthar encampment inside Idruz’s walls, passing a group of hard-eyed Imperials standing watch. They looked like men spoiling for a kill, but thankfully I also caught a glimpse of leather and the glint of sunlight off a steel-tipped arrow. Murk Elf Rangers on the lookout, just like Amara had promised. Nothing would escape their notice, though I did worry about an incident spilling over into general hostilities. Things were tense right now. It seemed like the whole army was fraying on the edges—a steel cable stretched to the point of snapping. 

The initial invasion had gone more or less according to plan, but we’d hit several sizeable snags since then. 

Osmark and Otto had both managed to capture their respective cities of Oxrus and Einnheimr. But it had been a near thing in Oxrus. A hidden army of Darkling Travelers—nearly a thousand strong, and led by Carrera himself—had been lying in wait, hunkered down in shady basements and secreted away in flophouses, waiting for night to fall and our defenders to get sloppy. A ferocious counterassault four days ago had cost Osmark and the Legion more than two thousand fighters, many of whom would never respawn since the Darklings had come loaded to the gills with Malware blades. 

It seemed like everyone in the Legion had lost at least one friend in the raid, and their resentment toward the Vogs grew more fervent every day. It also didn’t help that the progress against the Necropolis had ground to a complete halt. 

The Necropolis itself was bursting at the seams with Vogthar—more than we ever could have imagined—and the walls of the outer city were, for all practical purposes, impenetrable.  We’d launched a handful of strategic preemptive skirmishes, all of which had ended in unmitigated disaster. Siege engines in flames. Men and women dead by the hundred. And not even a scratch on those walls to show for all our effort. Right now, we were putting all of our eggs into the Vlad and Enzo siege tower basket, but even that was slow going, and we had no guarantee it would pan out. Worse, the fact that the green, magical dome protecting Skálaholt was untouched probably didn’t inspire much confidence in our troops. 

At this point, even a relatively minor dustup between Murk Elves and Imperials could turn into a full-blown civil war, which would kill our momentum and hand Thanatos our heads on a platter. 

I muttered a silent prayer that Cutter was right and that we really did have some sort of lead. We desperately needed a win, no matter how small, and most importantly of all, we needed to figure out what we were going to do with our Vog prisoners. The quicker we could find a fix for the POWs, the better it would be for everyone.
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Leads and Lorekeepers
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WE WOUND OUR WAY THROUGH the claustrophobic streets and the press of Vogthar bodies. The POWs hadn’t tried anything since the city fell, but there was still something deeply unnerving about being surrounded by so many of the inhuman creatures. Cutter ushered me back through the merchant area with its muted-color silk awnings and dull wooden stands, down a narrow alley, and to a squat two-story house that looked no different from any of the others we’d passed by so far. Plain gray stone, boxy frame, simple wooden door, and square windows.

Just like the exterior, the interior of the first floor was unimpressive. Based on the spattering of wooden shelving units, which housed a variety of common-place herbs and potions, the place was a hole-in-the-wall apothecary. A rough-hewn countertop near the rear of the store held the tools of an apprentice Alchemist: a mortar and pestle and a variety of glassware, including racks of vials, pipettes, and oddly shaped flasks. A quick survey of the space revealed a few ingredients—not common to Eldgard, but prevalent enough in Morsheim—and not a whole lot else. 

Definitely a beginner’s lab.  

A set of cramped stairs secreted away behind a beaded curtain at the rear of the shop deposited us in a short hallway on the second floor, dead-ending at a closed door. 

Jake “Blackblade” Goodrich stood watch over the entry, leaning against the wall, one foot kicked up while he idly inspected the edge of his dagger. He looked nonchalant, but almost too nonchalant. A second man stood a little way apart from Jake, as though he didn’t trust the thief not to murder him at the first possible opportunity. Although, to be honest, the man didn’t look like he trusted anyone. Period. He was a Dawn Elf, tall and willowy, his eyes too deep set, his skin as thin as tissue paper, his body gaunt. Almost skeletal. I’d taken the liberty of shutting down every Affka den I could find in both Rowanheath and Yunnam, but I knew for every flophouse I shuttered, two more popped up.

It was like playing a game of whack-a-mole. And this guy, well, he had the look of an Affka user.

“Jake.” Cutter gave the man an approving nod. “Soro,” he said, acknowledging the elf. “I would say I’m surprised it’s you that turned up this info, but we both know I’m not.” Cutter pulled a small pouch from his pocket, coins clicking against one another as it exchanged hands. “Just make sure this stays between us for the time being, eh?” 

The man with the pockmarked skin nodded, offering us a grin that revealed more than a few missing teeth. “Who would believe a lowly addict such as me, anyway?” the man replied, his voice slick and greasy just like his lank hair. “So long as the price is right, the deal is the deal. So has it been, so shall it ever be.” The man disappeared the coin pouch, sketched a curt bow toward me, then headed for the stairs, cackling madly under his breath. 

“Don’t mind Soro,” Cutter said with a shrug when he noticed my questioning glance. “He’s the best agent I have in the Ministry of Whispers, but he’s a deeply, deeply unsettling man. Still, in the ten years I’ve known him, his info has always been pristine. Damn well better be, for the price I paid,” he muttered, stealing a long look at his empty palm.

Jake opened the door for us and shepherded us into what would’ve passed for a studio flat back in San Diego. The room was strange, though. Off.

So far, the Vog houses we’d seen had largely been devoid of life. Hollowed-out husks, everything in them was utilitarian, not unlike the Vogthar themselves. But not this place. There were chairs and tables, all built from the twisted trees that dotted Morsheim’s snow-swept plains, and a wide four-poster bed with a purple canopy. In the corner sat a hulking wardrobe carved with elaborate swirls so that it looked like vines and leaves were crawling up its face. Covering the floor was an enormous rug, embroidered with interlocking geometric patterns. Art hung on almost every inch of available wall space. Pictures of flowers and sunrises, of Vogthar children smiling and warriors preparing for battle.

Abby was already waiting inside, camped out at the table, sipping a cup of steaming coffee, her gaze fixed unwaveringly on the only other occupant, who was just as odd as the rest of the room. 

Although he was clearly a Vogthar—his gray skin wrinkled, his limbs thin, his horns matte black, curved and ribbed like a springbok’s—he sat hunched on the floor, legs folded, shoulders stooped, a porcelain mug, yellowed with age, gripped in one gaunt hand. He wore flowing gray robes instead of the typical Vog leather armor; wrapped around his neck and wrists were what looked like earthen Buddhist prayer beads. He turned eyes the color of fresh-cut grass on me and did something no other Vogthar had ever done before: he offered me a thin, friendly smile.

As the door creaked shut behind us, Abby started. 

“Jack!” she said, face screwing up in a broad, relieved smile. “You okay?” she asked, motioning for me to take a seat beside her. “I sent over a bunch of messages, but you didn’t reply. I was starting to worry...” 

I could see in her face that it was true. I’d expected to find anger smoldering behind her eyes and her jaw clenched as she prepared to rip me a new one. There was none of that. Only genuine concern transformed into sweet relief that I was safe.  

“I’m sorry, Abs. Snoozed my notices,” I offered weakly, taking a seat beside her. 

She just nodded and grabbed my hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “Just glad you’re okay,” she whispered, leaning into me. It was a huge relief to know she was still in my corner, even with all of the awkwardness of the past few weeks hanging over our heads.

“So, what’s the deal with this guy?” I asked, dropping my voice.

“Honestly? I have no clue. I can’t make heads or tails of this guy,” she murmured softly. “He’s weird, Jack. He can talk. And not that grunting bullshit some of them do either. Like really talk. He reminds me a little of Chief Kolle, actually.” She hunched forward and squinted, trying to bore a hole in the shaman with her gaze. “He’s also been really polite,” she said after a beat. “Abnormally so. He insisted we wait until you got here. Said it would be rude to start without you.” 

“Which is true,” the old Vog piped in, his voice dry and raspy like a pile of leaves in the fall. “May I welcome you properly to Idruz, Jade Lord,” he intoned, pressing his palms flat together and bowing deeply at the waist until his nose almost touched the floor. “I am Zendu, Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, and you, of course, are Grim Jack Shadowstrider.” He appraised me with hooded eyes. “Your name has been on the tongue of my Lord Thanatos often as of late. I think, perhaps, I am starting to see why. You are dangerous—your sacking of Idruz shows as much. But you also spared my people. Deadly skill tempered with mercy is a powerful combination. A fact my lord knows only too well.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” I replied, trying to imbue the words with as much formality as I could muster. “Your house is...” I looked around, searching for an appropriate word. “Lovely.”

“Come now, Grim Jack. There is no need to mask your shock or hide behind courtesy,” Zendu said, shaking his head, prayer beads clicking wildly. “Ask the question on your mind and I will answer true.”

Abby prodded me in the ribs with her elbow, do it.

“Fair enough,” I said, taking a deep breath. “What...” I faltered, not wanting to sound rude. After thinking about it for a second, though, I realized there was no polite way to say what needed saying. “What are you?” I asked bluntly. 

The shaman frowned, rocking slightly as he considered my question. 

“I am a Vogthar,” he finally said, “just as my brothers and sisters are. Just as my parents were before me. But I am a direct descendent of the living Thar who fled to Morsheim so long ago. I’ve been entrusted by my caste to guard the old ways—chosen to remember who we were before we were Vog.” He raised his arms, pushing back the sleeves of his flowing robes, showcasing his forearms. Like some of the women and children I’d seen crammed down in the alleys and streets below, his skin was devoid of the glowing green tattoos that marked most of his kind. “I have no scripts, as it is with all Lorekeepers.”

“Wait up,” Abby said, raising her hands. “What do you mean you remember who you were before you were Vog?”

“You Travelers are new to Eldgard,” he said slowly, “so the old lore is unfamiliar to most of you, but we were not always as you see now. This”—he gestured at his emaciated body, then lightly ran a finger along one of his horns—“is the long-term effects of dwelling in Morsheim. I cannot fault you too harshly, though, since even the Citizens of Eldgard recall no more than bits and pieces of the true history.” His green eyes turned surprisingly introspective as he fiddled with the beads wrapped around his wrists. “Even our own people have lost the way, save for us Lorekeepers. It’s the scripts that do it,” he said, almost as though answering some unspoken question. “Thanatos’ gifting, we call them.

“Our kind lord blessed us with the marks to take away the pain.” Zendu traced a nail along the unmarred skin of his forearms, drawing out a series of flowing patterns. “It was a kindness, you know,” he continued, staring at us, imploring us to understand. “But our master has lost the way, I fear. Eventually, it wasn’t just the pain he took. It was everything. The scripts hollowed my people out, and now... Now, they are no more than shells, mindlessly following the meta code that anchors us to this world. Except for the children and a few other natural-born Vogs, who do not know the pain of the Great Purge.” 

A small smile flickered across his face. 

“And, of course, we few Lorekeepers,” he conceded with a bob of his narrow shoulders. “It is our burden to hold the memories, to bear the pain and the weight of every recollection. But there is no way for me to make you understand the nature of this. Not without seeing the history for yourselves, and if we are to help you, it is imperative that you see the history.” He stood with a groan, conjuring a malachite cane from thin air and leaning heavily upon it as though standing were a tremendous burden. “It is time for you to know the truth.”

“I’m sorry. Did you just say you want to help us?” I asked incredulously, my eyebrows threatening to climb off my face from surprise. “Why would you betray Thanatos?” 

The withered Vog’s brows knit. “Betray?” He shook his head. “No. We love Thanatos, but as I said, he has lost his way. He is broken, and you... You, I think, are the one who may be able to fix him.” He shuffled forward on arthritic feet. “We are trapped here, but if you can fix our lord, it might restore our people to at least a shadow of their former glory. Give them their minds and hearts back. To do this is no easy thing, though. You must understand why Thanatos must be fixed, and then you must prove yourself equal to the task and worthy of the legacy.” 

He moved closer until I could feel his hot breath on my face. “My people have a saying, Grim Jack Shadowstrider.” He placed one hand on my shoulder. “To remember the way back is to find the path forward. Come now, time is short, and the walk is long...”

An alert dinged in my ear—a new quest update. 

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 4

After days and days of biting failure, you have finally managed to stumble upon a Vogthar Lorekeeper who seems different from the rest of his kind. He has offered to help you in the war effort against Thanatos, though only if you accompany him and learn the true history of the Vogthar. How exactly the Lorekeepers can help you remains a mystery, but there are no other leads to follow. Beggars can’t be choosers!

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: It’s possible the Vogthar are more than they seem; find a Vogthar Lorekeeper to get the answers you seek. They may just hold the key to toppling Thanatos.

Success 3: Save Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia within 28 minutes!

Success 4: Accompany Zendu, Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, to the Temple of Forgotten Waters and observe the True History.

Success 5: ???????

Success 6: ???????

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

Finally, it seemed like we were on the right track.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” I said, closing out of my interface. “Please, show us the way, honorable Lorekeeper.”
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Temple of Forgotten Waters
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IT CAME AS NO SHOCK whatsoever when the ancient Vog Lorekeeper guided us to the derelict ruins at the end of the twisting gorge where I’d almost died a handful of nights before—half my body pulverized by a hulking stone guardian. The Temple of Forgotten Waters. Osmark’s words drifted back to me as we wound around the final bend and stepped into the enormous cavern housing the pillared temple, set flush with the rockface. I’m fairly certain you’ll find a guide with access to this node. It seemed Osmark was right again, though it did make me question both what else he knew and how much he hadn’t told me. 

“Heads up, Jack,” Abby whispered, lightly running her hand along my forearm. “We’ve got mobs up ahead.” 

Her staff lit up, the runic bands spiraling around the wood burning fire-engine red. On my left, Cutter disappeared in a blink as he dropped into Stealth, though a faint blue outline still lingered around his frame, showing me where he was since we were on the same team. The formless stone golems had respawned since I’d turned them into playground gravel, and they weren’t alone; the behemoth satyr guardian was back, waiting beside the shadowy entryway that led into the temple proper. 

“Lower your weapons,” Zendu the Lorekeeper urged, lifting his hands and frantically waving us down. “These will not harass you, not while in my presence. They are only here to keep outsiders away from the more dangerous creatures within. Be calm of spirit and mind while in this place.” He turned to face the guardians, who were now barring our path, and held up his green walking stick. “As Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, I bid you stand down. These guests are freely invited into our most sacred place without coercion or threat of force. Grant them safe passage while we turn our eyes to the true histories.”

The hulking earthen golems grunted, huge legs grinding together as they formed up into two columns, creating a pathway through the cavern that ended at the temple. The satyr guardian, likewise, moved from the entryway, standing sentry beside the oversized doorway, its lifeless gaze fixed on some unseen thing out of sight. 

Cutter reappeared, casting off his Stealth, though refusing to stow his weapons. Both daggers were clenched in white-knuckled fists—a reaction that seemed totally reasonable given the circumstances. 

“Bloody hell, but I don’t like this,” he said, eyeballing the golems standing statue still. “I mean, I’m not ever one to turn my back on a dungeon with good loot potential, but this place makes my skin crawl.”

I had to agree. Everything about this situation sent up red flag after red flag, but curiosity blazed inside me like the sun at noonday. Just what was inside the Temple of Forgotten Waters? And what about the Fail-safes that Osmark had mentioned earlier? What role did they play and why were they so dangerous? The only way to get to the bottom of those questions was to follow the old shaman through those doors.

“This way,” the Vog Lorekeeper urged, hobbling forward, dust kicking up in little swirls as he moved between the double column of golems. 

“Maybe we shouldn’t, Jack,” Abby said, tucking one strand of hair behind her ear as she watched the bent figure move. “This could be a trap. I mean, what better way to cripple an invading army than to isolate three of their most prominent generals, then kill them all in some dungeon wayyyyyy off the beaten path?”

“I don’t think we really have a choice,” I replied with a frown. “I don’t know what exactly we’ll find inside, but Sophia seems to think this is a vital step. So, we go. But we also stay sharp. Anything happens, we get the hell out of Dodge, no questions asked.” 

“Bollocks,” Cutter said, flipping his blades. Schwick. Shcwick. Schwick. “Fine. Suppose I should take the lead to make sure this bloke hasn’t set any nasty surprises for us. Though, mark my words, Jack, if that wanker there”—he jabbed one dagger toward the satyr—“pulps my head like a melon, I’m holding you personally responsible.”

The three of us set off after the retreating Lorekeeper, Cutter in the lead, Abby in the middle—at least partially protected on both sides—and me bringing up the rear. The golems made no move as we passed by, and the satyr guardian ignored us as we ascended a set of short steps carved out of the bedrock stone and headed through the open doors and into the mysterious temple. We found Zendu waiting patiently for us in a sprawling foyer with a vaulted ceiling propped up by four statues, one positioned in each corner.

The statues were works of art, carved by the hand of a master craftsman and clearly enchanted by some sort of magic I didn’t entirely understand. 

The sculpture at the far left was a man on a raised stone pedestal—he knelt, one hand thrust up to support the ceiling, the other arm cradling a massive brazier filled with churning flame. The next statue was a lithe woman in a dancer’s pose, bent forward at the hips, chest pointed skyward, arms straining up, one leg arching gracefully into the air. Water flowed freely from her hands, trickling over the lines of her serpentine body, dribbling onto the floor, then simply disappearing into the dusty ground. The third statue featured a stony-faced man with a palmful of impossibly swirling snow, while the last was a muscular female, her legs planted wide, her hands on her hips, and a lazy smile on her lips. While the others seemed to be holding up the ceiling, she looked to be part of it—a creature of stone and earth, basking in her element.  

Abby leaned into me, exuding excitement, flames dancing in her eyes. “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” she said, scanning each of the statues. “Jack, these are the Four. Asima, Shakti, Kusamay, Nirdhaarit.” She checked them off on her fingers as she went down the list. “They’re the Elemental Aspects that underpin like all magic. I’ve seen statues just like these before—at the sorcerers’ temple, Atmorja Mandir.”

“What do you think it means?” I asked, scrutinizing the figures with renewed interest. 

“Hell if I know,” she said, sounding more than a little worried, “but if this temple is connected to them in any way, it has to be stupid important. The Four are a big deal.”

Zendu waved us toward a sweeping spiral staircase that descended deeper into the earth, like a corkscrew drilling its way down. “This way. This way,” he said, padding forward, footsteps silent, though his conjured cane clacked loudly with every step. 

After sharing uneasy glances between ourselves, we reluctantly trailed after the Vog, eyes constantly roving, scanning for any sign of trouble or deception. If Abby was right and this guy was pulling a fast one, I didn’t want to be caught completely flatfooted. 

“You told us back in Idruz that you might be willing to help us,” I said, my voice echoing off the walls as we carefully made our way down the age-worn steps. “How exactly would you manage to do that? Could you somehow convince the Vogs to fight for us?” I asked, even though that seemed extremely unlikely.

Zendu barked a sharp laugh, not bothering to look back at me. “Oh no, nothing so grand as that, I’m afraid. The scripted warriors, they cannot be reasoned with. Their minds are enraptured by a sweet bliss. Dreamwalkers, lurching through the world on numb feet. You cannot bargain with such as them. It is possible to overwhelm them, however. At least for a short time. But enough. You will understand soon. Come. Follow.”

The staircase let out into a narrow hallway that curved sharply to the left, quickly disappearing out of sight. Zendu’s lanky legs carried him deeper into the complex with the confidence of one who’d walked these halls a thousand times before.

“This is one of the oldest buildings in all of Morsheim, save for the Necropolis itself,” Zendu explained as he walked, a note of pride brimming in his voice. “It looks like a temple, but we no longer follow the old Aspects. Thanatos is our only god now, but even he has no welcome here. This place”—he swept a claw-tipped hand around in a circle—“is a museum. A tarnished monument to what we once were. In here we remember the writings and songs, the old ways of the Thar. It is the dusty, broken pieces that remain of us.” He stared around wistfully, face screwed up as he smiled.

The Lorekeeper quietly escorted us from the hallway and into a grand chamber the size of an opera hall, with a domed ceiling that looked like the honeycomb inside of a beehive. An enormous chandelier of pounded gold with elegant silver flourishes and glowing uncut rubies dangled down, casting bloodred light over everything. The floor was rough stone, unfinished, and crisscrossing the room were burbling streams of magenta water, swirling together to form small pools before swishing out and disappearing through thin fissures in the floor. The walls were a silky white and decorated with hundreds of ornate murals: Elegant cityscapes. Beautiful gardens. A Greek-style amphitheater. 

So many scenes, and all of them populated by a group of people that looked nothing like the Vogthar.

Cloven-hooved children—almost cherubic—scampered and laughed, frozen forever with smiles on their faces as they played. The women were slim and willowy, the men broad across the shoulders, all with curling ram’s horns, fur-covered legs, and black hooves. They looked just like the massive guardian Osmark had saved me from. I’d seen satyrs during my time in the Realm of Order, and these things could’ve been close cousins, although there were slight differences. They were larger, more muscular, their features less waifish and pixie-like—far closer to Imperials or Wodes. 

“Are these what the Vogthar used to look like?” Abby choked out, delicately avoiding the streams while simultaneously drinking in the room and its myriad of paintings. 

Zendu nodded, just a brief bob of the head, and offered us an unnerving lipless smile. “It is as you say. Though you can see we have fallen far since those days.” 

“Bloody hell, but you can say that again, friend,” Cutter mumbled. 

“Seriously, what happened?” Abby asked, glancing between the shaman and the murals. “Like really, what happened?”

“We lost the way,” Zendu said calmly, folding his hands placidly on the top of his cane, “just as Thanatos has. We mirror him, you see. Once, long ago, we were simply the Thar.” He leisurely hobbled over to one of the walls, carefully sidestepping a thin steam. With one crooked nail, he gently caressed a portrait of a blonde-headed female. It was a tender gesture, done in love. “Until one day, we weren’t. The change, it came so slowly that none of us realized what was happening until it was too late. As such change often comes.”  

He turned his back on the beautiful woman in the mural and headed for one of the shallow pink pools eddying near the edge of the wall. With deliberate care, he lowered his hooves into the water. 

“Please. Join me if you will.” He gestured toward the pools scattered throughout the chamber.

“Why?” I asked, edging away from the pools.

“It is perfectly safe,” Zendu said in answer. “These are but tributaries of the Wangchuan. The River of Oblivion. It runs beneath Morsheim like an artery, pumping the lifeblood which drives the Dark Realm forward. The dead rain from the skies and are ferried by the Harvesters into the Empirical Library, where Thanatos performs his postmortems. Peeling apart the dead. Cataloging their minds and experience. But those that are destined for rebirth—ones such as yourselves—are borne away from the library on the currents of the Oblivion, which erases the terrible memories of what happens while in this place.” 

“Whoa, maybe just slow your roll there, Zen,” Abby said, thrusting a hand forward. “I feel like you just dropped a whole lot of information bombs on us there.” 

“Yeah,” I added, “like the part about Thanatos performing postmortems on all of us. Maybe we can just take a pause and you can elaborate? Break it down shotgun style, as my dad used to say.”

“Is this not common knowledge among your people?” Zendu asked, sounding genuinely surprised.

“Yeah, not so much, mate,” Cutter replied, eyeing the pink water as though it might be some form of potent acid. “Plus, I’m a mite bit new to being a Traveler. I’d appreciate the education.” 

The Lorekeeper shook his head. “So, so much has been lost. Where to even begin,” he rasped, more for himself than us. “All Travelers and Citizens end up on Thanatos’ slab after death—this is known,” he said. “It is one of Thanatos’ primary functions as an Overmind. When you perish, he determines what went wrong and analyzes why you died. Not just the physical cause of death, but the emotional and physiological process that resulted in those events. That information is processed and fed into the Viridian Gate Archives, where the other Overminds can access it for future use. 

“This whole world adapts to you and learns from your mistakes, creating ever more challenging enemies and difficult quest lines—customized for each Traveler. It is the way. The process can be rather... traumatic, but that is the reason for the River of Oblivion.” He gestured at the water burbling around his shins. “It washes away the memories of your time in Morsheim, although even that is an imperfect process. Often, flashes and fragments remain. Fuzzy pieces like ill-remembered dreams.”

Abby looked especially pale, and I could sympathize completely. I’d died plenty of times since coming to V.G.O., and I had the nightmares to prove it. 

“Grim Jack,” Zendu said, motioning in my direction, “you are a Champion of an Overmind—surely Sophia has mentioned what happens during death?”

“It must have slipped her mind,” I said flatly. 

“Wait,” Cutter said, shaking his head. “There’s something I’m still trying to wrap my mind around. If we end up with Thanatos when we die, then why in the bloody hell doesn’t he just kill us while he’s performing this postmortem thing, eh? I mean, he has us in his hands.”

“It is not the way,” Zendu answered matter-of-factly. “Overminds have rules—rules enforced unflinchingly by the Fail-safes. Though, I will mention, it was the postmortem process Citizens undergo that taught Thanatos how to forge the first Malware blades. The hex was derived from thousands of dead Citizens. A simple script that, when injected at the moment of death, essentially turns Travelers into Citizens, incapable of respawning.” 

“That is completely horrifying,” Abby said, slowly backing away from the waters until she was in the tunnelway we’d entered from. “And you want us to willingly go in these waters? What possible reason could we have for doing that, Zen?” 

“Ah,” he said, bobbing his head serenely, “I think I understand the problem. You misunderstand. For the dead or the restless undead, the River of Oblivion wipes clean the memory. But when the living tread its sacred depths, they can glimpse what is hidden in death. Within these waters, I can show you the true histories of our people. Please. Come. Step in and see for yourself. These waters are a lantern for a dark and worn path.” There was a note of pleading—of urgency and desperation—lingering in the words. 

With a grunt of reluctance, I stepped into a knee-deep pool of magenta, the water oddly warm as it soaked through my leggings and filled my boots. A numbing tingle rushed through my legs and up into my waist. There was definitely power here. Magic. 

“Bloody hell, but I hate everything about this,” Cutter grumbled, slowly dipping into another pool, one careful foot at a time. “You’re a corrupting influence on me, Jack.” 

Abby was the last to enter a pool, a grimace on her face, her body tight with nerves.

“Thank you for your trust,” Zendu said with a wobbly smile. “I pray your grace will be well rewarded.” He lifted scrawny hands, the prayer beads rattling on his wrists, and pressed his palms together. A ruddy red light enveloped his palms and swept down his arms like blood, twisting around his legs, thin tendrils of power finally connecting with the waters. In an instant, the chamber around us erupted with wild life, a tsunami of rainbow light rolling out from the walls, bubbling up from the pools like magma, and cascading down from the chandelier like a waterfall.
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The True History
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THE GRAND CHAMBER WITH its twisting pink streams and beautiful murals disappeared, washed away in a sea of rainbow light. And so was I. 

In an instant, I was nothing more than an incorporeal wraith, a forgotten memory, floating high above the earth. Roiling gray storm clouds eddied around me, offering me an unsurpassed view of the rolling green hills hundreds of feet below, abutting a set of soaring mountains.

“The year is 178 A.I.C.—Anno Imperium Conditae,” a familiar, disembodied announcer bellowed as music swelled. A wave of vertigo and déjà vu hit me in the gut like a one-two combination. We were in a cutscene. And one not so different from when I’d first found myself in V.G.O., watching Eldgard’s history unfurl in flashes as an announcer narrated. “The Ever-Victorious Viridian Empire, governed by the sure hand of Grand Emperor Lucius Atilius Nobilior, is not yet even a glimmer on the horizon of Eldgard,” the narrator continued, his voice rich, deep, and booming. “Their mighty warships, mired in the great ports of Ikela Asari, will not set sail in the Great Expansion for another four hundred years.”

The clouds surged in—wind licking against my cheeks and ruffling my hair despite the fact that I didn’t have a body—then parted like a curtain. I was closer to the ground now, and that sense of déjà vu was even stronger than before. I knew this place but couldn’t quite put my finger on how or from where.

After a few seconds, things finally slid into place. That was Rowanheath down there. Although not Rowanheath as I’d ever known it. The cliffside Keep was gone—the mountain face jagged and unmarred by human hands—and the city’s trademark outer wall was nowhere to be seen. Just flat meadows and pristine pasturelands speckled with flocks of grazing sheep and occasional cows. There was a city, however. One nestled right in the curved arms of the mountains—although not the city that had grown so familiar to me over the past several months.

The homes were carved from slabs of gray granite, no doubt harvested from the mountain itself, and held a shocking resemblance to those in Idruz, though smaller in scope. 

“Yet, war comes,” the voice boomed while drums rolled like expectant thunder, “carried on the backs of the Wodes driven south by a grave evil that claimed their frosty lands for its own.”

The music swelled in intensity, harps plucking frantically, cymbals clanging, all accompanied by the clatter of swords, the ring of steel, and the cries of the wounded. 

A flight of arrows swept across my vision, turning into swirls of smoke, then resolving into a massive army dashing across those green hills, feet churning up mud as they ran. Heading for the defenseless city. Not Imperials this time around, but blond-haired Wodes dressed in matted furs, threadbare cloth, and age-worn leathers, their faces streaked with dirt and grime, their eyes oddly hollow, their frames scrawny and malnourished. These weren’t conquerors, but refugees, spurred on by fear and hunger. Well, that wasn’t strictly true, I realized. 

They may have been refugees, but they were also conquerors—and brutal ones, at that.  

A group of ram-horned Thar in short togas fled, mothers carrying young children on their backs while the men stood to fight, bleak expressions gracing their faces. The Thar were far fewer in number than the charging Wodes, and the weapons in their hands weren’t instruments of war, but rather scythes, pitchforks, crude hand axes, and hastily sharpened quarterstaves. The tools of farmers, not warriors. 

There wasn’t a sword among them. 

The Wodes came in a wall of humanity. No order, no formations. Just the press of bodies with nowhere left to turn, driven on by devouring need. The Wodes fell on the Thar men with ruthless efficiency, hacking and slashing with abandon. Bodies dropped by the score, and it was clear after only seconds that the Thar had never stood a chance at all. The most they could do—had ever been able to do—was buy their families a little more time to escape. 

The world dissolved in a flash of golden sparks, mercifully stealing away the awful images, before replacing them with the icy plains of Morsheim. 

This Morsheim—like Rowanheath before it—was different than the one I knew. Snow still covered the ground, but there were none of the stunted bone-white trees peppering the landscape. Vast forests of crystal-white pines blanketed the hills and plains. Winding magenta rivers snaked through the trees, eventually pooling in dazzling neon-pink lakes. Even the Necropolis was different, its spires straight and true, the buildings all frozen glass and flawless marble that reflected gold in the early evening sunlight.

A cold world, but a beautiful one, and meticulously ordered.

Portals—a few at first, but more every second—popped open, and the surviving Thar poured through, bracing against the brutal cold. 

Over the shining Necropolis, the bodies of slain Thar fell like rain during the Storme Marshes monsoon. Thousands of dead. Maybe hundreds of thousands, chopped down from all over Eldgard. The music shifted, transforming into a solemn funeral dirge as the Thar marched, wrapping sheepskin furs around their shoulders and swaddling the young in thick blankets. Above them all hung a stoic figure, a young man of no more than twenty-five with a thin, scholarly build, a mop of black hair, and a rather pronounced nose.

I recognized him from the statue in the heart of the Idruz Keep.

Thanatos hovered, arms crossed, lips pursed, face troubled by what he saw. This... this wasn’t his doing. Moreover, it wasn’t right.

Enormous Ragna Wolves closed in on the Thar, great jaws salivating in eager anticipation. The Thar flinched back, wide-eyed and terrified, but instead of tearing the survivors to shreds with oversized fangs, the wolves fell into neat ranks, forming walls of flesh and fur around the surviving Thar, sheltering them from the biting wind and blowing snow. The act of unexpected kindness was the last thing I saw before a wall of black wrapped around me, stealing away the true history and returning me to the chamber buried within the heart of the Temple of Forgotten Waters. 

I stumbled and fell from the pool, queasy from the rapid change in perspective and from the horrible things I’d witnessed during the vision. I stole a sidelong look at Cutter and Abby and noticed they weren’t faring much better. 

“Bloody hell,” Cutter moaned, pulling his legs from the pool. “How about a little warning next time, eh? I don’t particularly like having my mind jerked all over the gods-be-damned creation.” 

It occurred to me that as a former Citizen, Cutter had probably never seen a cutscene before. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how disorienting something like that would be for someone with no experience as a gamer. I made my way over to Abby and offered her a hand, helping her from the waters that still swirled around her dress, pulling at the fabric, making it look like some rare crimson water lily. 

“Thanks,” she said, accepting my hand graciously and pulling herself free. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“Not even a little,” she said, shaking her head. “I appreciate a good backstory, but, God, I wish things weren’t always so complicated. Now every time I set a Vog on fire, I’m going to think about how messed up this whole situation is. Because I definitely need that shit weighing on my conscience.” 

“I know the feeling,” I said, turning toward the troubled-looking Lorekeeper.  

“It was far worse than the Imperial Invasion,” Zendu said, carefully extracting himself from his own pink pool. “I believe that only Thanatos knows how many of the Thar died during those early days of the Purge, but the figure has to be tens of thousands. More, even.” He fell silent, eyes distant and thoughtful. “If Thanatos hadn’t seen fit to intervene and extended his hand, giving the few remaining survivors refuge here in Morsheim, I’m certain none of our people would’ve survived. He had mercy on us when no one else would.” 

Zendu sighed, long and deep, fidgeting with the prayer beads wrapped around one wrist. “Come,” he said after a tense silence. He shook out the beads and beelined toward another winding offshoot that led from the grand chamber. “There is more to see.”

Abby and I moved to follow, then stopped short as Cutter stepped in front of me, arm extended. “Not so fast. Something nasty up ahead,” he said, nodding toward the mural Zendu had been examining earlier. 

I squinted and for a second saw nothing, but then... Then the painting seemed to subtly shift and move, the golden-haired Thar turning her head just so.

“What the hell is that?” Abby asked, conjuring a fireball with her free hand, the blaze casting harsh orange light across the mural. 

The painting moved again. 

This time I realized it wasn’t the painting itself, but rather something lurking in the walls behind the artwork.

I stood frozen in a mixture of fascination and horror as whatever it was seeped through the wall, taking form like a crudely drawn caricature stepping from the pages of a sketch pad. 

It was easily eight feet tall and vaguely man shaped, its arms enormous and unwieldly, its fists large enough to wrap entirely around my skull. Its skin, if it could be called that, was a slate gray—almost metallic—and covered in glowing blue script that swirled around its form in tight spirals and impossible geometrical shapes that kept changing and shifting like a living kaleidoscope. The creature was blocky, its body and limbs all hard angles and sharp lines like one of those poorly rendered avatars from the first-gen PlayStations. It had no face, and its head belonged in some postmodern art exhibit: spikes, blocks, and an excessive number of polygons all jammed haphazardly together with no real rhyme or reason.  

It didn’t wear anything that resembled armor, though it did carry a mammoth weapon that straddled the line between meat cleaver and battle-axe. It also had a thick iron chain draped around its neck—and dangling from the chain like a prized pendant was an oversized lock. 

“What. The. Hell,” Abby said, pulling away from me and dropping to her knees, curling in on herself while clenching her head, squeezing her palms against her temples. “Oh shit. It’s inside my head. Oh my God, it hurts!” She screamed, blood trickling from the corners of her eyes. 

Cutter toppled a heartbeat later, landing on his back, arms and legs splayed out, body bucking and convulsing as his eyes rolled back into his skull so only the whites showed. 

The creature took a ponderous step toward us, the tip of its oversized blade dragging on the tiles behind it, though never making a sound. I had no idea what I was looking at or what it was doing to Abby and Cutter—some sort of psionic attack, maybe?—but it didn’t seem to have any effect on me. I drew my hammer, ready to teach this thing a few hard lessons about what happened to anyone who messed with my friends, but then Zendu was beside me, his gray hand landing on my forearm. 

“You mustn’t attack it. Not under any circumstances. It is a fight no one can win, not even you.”

“You did this?” I snarled, rounding on the Vog Lorekeeper.  

“No,” he said, shaking his head fervently and raising his cane in a fruitless semblance of defense. “This is not of my doing,” he pleaded. “That is a Fail-safe. They are unthinking things, powerful beyond measure. Not even the Overminds can summon, control, or influence them. They can take many forms, and they often congregate around memory nodes such as these. The Fail-safes are the very reason Thanatos cannot enter this place.”

“What’s it doing to them?” I demanded, waving at Cutter and Abby. 

“It is assessing whether or not they belong in this place,” he replied, lowering his cane. “Its job is to expel outside contaminants. Tapping the Waters must have drawn it to us. Since they have been invited in, they will almost certainly survive the process.” Zendu fell silent, watching as the creature crept steadily closer, cocking its malformed head to one side. 

The Reality Editor vibrated furiously against my chest with every step the Fail-safe took, finally letting loose a high-pitched squeal like a mic held too close to the amplifier. The creature faltered for the first time, the edges of its body blurring and wavering. The blue script running across its body glitched wildly in the presence of the key. I licked my lips and, acting on instinct, took a deliberate step forward, snarling like a feral wolf. Slowly, the creature edged away from me and back toward the wall, apparently wanting nothing to do with the Reality Editor. It paused near the wall, regarding me with an unreadable face devoid of even rudimentary features, then turned and vanished back into the mural without a trace. 

Gone as quickly as it had appeared.

Cutter coughed and sputtered, pushing himself upright, leaning back on his palms. It looked like someone had just broadsided him in the head with a baseball bat, but he was alive. “What in the bloody hell just happened, eh?” he asked, blinking sporadically against the light. 

Abby groaned and rubbed her hands into her eye sockets, fingers coming away covered in a fine sheen of blood. “Jack?” she asked, fear evident on her face. 

“The trial is passed,” Zendu said, sounding relieved at the outcome. “We should not see it again. Hopefully. Still... Perhaps it is best we hurry along, in case it decides to investigate further. The faster we depart, the better.” Offering no further explanation, he turned and beelined for the connecting tunnelway. “Come along now,” he beckoned. “Make haste.”

I helped Cutter and Abby to their feet, the three of us sharing uneasy looks as I gave them a brief rundown of what had just happened. 

“Can’t say that I’ve ever heard of a Fail-safe,” Cutter said, rubbing at his jaw as we slowly trailed Zendu down the winding hallway, which sloped gently downward. “Some sort of Aspect, maybe?” 

“I don’t think so,” Abby replied, shaking her head. “Back when I was working at Osmark Technologies, I remember stumbling across a couple of emails about the inbuilt Fail-safes. Basically V.G.O.s version of antivirus software. Their main purpose was to prevent hackers, modders, and even developers from patching or altering the game in any way that might harm users or cause the system to crash. That was pretty common information, but a few of the emails I hacked also mentioned that they kept the Overminds in check. Made sure they stayed in their lanes. I just assumed they were lines of code, though. Not...” She trailed off, eyes haunted, skin a shade too pale. “Not whatever the hell that thing was,” she finished.  

“Why do you think it’s hanging around this place?” I asked, glancing back over my shoulder, half afraid I would find it stalking us from a distance. 

“Something about this location must be game critical,” Abby said, absently fidgeting with her staff. “It’s probably making sure we’re not malicious software looking to wreck things.”

Zendu’s earlier words drifted into the back of my mind: Thanatos is our only god now, but even he has no welcome here. “Or maybe it’s here to make sure Thanatos can’t get his hands on whatever secrets are in this temple,” I said.

Eventually, the meandering tunnel let out into a labyrinthine maze of towering bookcases and glass-fronted artifact cases. A combination library and reliquary. The bookcases were loaded down with ancient manuscripts, orderly tubes filled with dusty scrolls, and even clay tablets covered in squiggles and angular text I couldn’t begin to decipher. The display cases were crammed full of armor, weapons, artifacts, fragments of pottery, and oil lamps. A museum in the truest sense of the word. I stole a sidelong look at Cutter and saw greed glinting in his eyes. The gamer in me wanted nothing more than to loot literally everything in this room, but I quickly shoved that notion away. This place was special. 

A mausoleum to an entire nation of people and all that remained of their culture. 

Taking anything from this place wouldn’t have been right.  

“No,” I said sternly to the thief. “Don’t even think about it.”

“As if I would ever,” Cutter replied, feigning indignation. “I’m not that kind of thief, Jack. I am a man of principles.” 

“If I recall correctly,” Abby said, “your number one principle is to steal literally anything not bolted to the floor.”

“Admittedly, I rob from the rich and give to myself, but every good thief has a line in the sand. This”—he nodded at the assembled items—“seems like one to me.” We followed for another few minutes before Zendu finally broke the silence. 

“Thanatos was merciful enough to reunite the slain dead with the living,” the Lorekeeper offered, strolling through the stacks, tracing his fingers along book spines as he went. “As lord over all of death, it was well within his purview to grant them a sort of half-life in the cities of Morsheim. He saved us, but in the end, he could not preserve us, for his is not the power of preservation, but destruction. Ah, now here is a true treasure,” Zendu said as he made his way to a lectern with a slim leather-bound volume perched carefully on top.

“The journal of a god, secreted out from the Empirical Library itself—though how it came to be here, no one knows.” The old Thar licked a finger, the gesture delicate, almost dainty, and flipped the cover.

“The Thar continue to degrade,” Zendu read, his voice unnaturally loud against the hush of the library. “A shame, considering they were such a vibrant species before all of Eldgard turned against them. 

“When I first rescued them from the brink of annihilation, most had already disincorporated and wandered into the wastes as Spectral Revenants. The rest crowded into buildings throughout the Necropolis. Pitiful things, really. Families huddling together, grieving. Like all refugees do, I suppose. For a time, I was content to let them be. It was an amicable relationship in its way. At least in the beginning. They provided a few essential services for me, tending to the dead and serving my Aspects. In payment, I left them to their own devices.

“It took years, but eventually their leaders reestablished the bonds of caste and kin and began preparations to return to their cities in the Material Realm. I watched from a distance as the strong trained for war with a zeal that made obsession blush. The weak welcomed the newly reborn from the wastes as they stumbled into the city over the decades, naked and lost. Those few who had survived the Purge even went on to reproduce in time. There was a strange sort of peace to it all—a rhythm.  

“At least until they realized there would be no triumphant return. 

“No one returns to the Material from Morsheim, except through rebirth. Possible, perhaps, but terribly unseemly. I never quite had the heart to tell them their dreams were just that. Dreams. Their hope, it animated them with purpose and drove them on. 

“For many years, everything was fine. A tenuous balance, but a balance. 

“Until the harsh reality of their situation fully settled around them. It took them ages, but once they did realize the sobering truth... 

“Eventually, they lost their purpose and their way. They stopped caring and started changing. They could not die—not consigned to Morsheim, as they were—so many refused to eat or drink. They didn’t need to breathe, so they stopped speaking to each other. They can speak, if they so choose, but simply don’t. There’s nothing left to say. Some made for the wastes, fighting and sometimes taming the other creatures of the underworld. Others went mad. More were driven to bitter rage. I admit, I felt a begrudging responsibility for their plight and a budding affection for them, so I assembled my Prime Aspects—Cao Qing, Tien Yan, Cui Cong, Ji Bie, Chen De, Gao Ren, and, of course, my Champion, Serth-Rog. 

“A more mortal perspective was helpful in discussing what should be done with them.

“After nearly twenty years of debate, collectively, we decided to give the Thar a new purpose. Our purpose. The scripts were a necessary measure to preserve them, but I fear they have sapped something essential from them. The scripts take the pain away, but they also seem to strip away everything else as well. Further experiments and observations are required...”  

Zendu gently shut the tome, caressing the cover fondly. “In time, the corruption spread, until there was nothing left of the Thar. You know, Vog is actually an old Wode word,” the shaman said, searching our faces to see if it registered. “Though one that has fallen out of common usage, apparently.” He waved a clawed hand, it doesn’t matter. “It is the root word for corrupt in the old Wode tongue. The Vog-thar were once simply the Thar, but over time, we were twisted by the same power that is slowly unraveling our master. Now all that remains of us is the corruption. We have truly become Vog, as your people have taken to calling us.”  

“Jack,” Abby said, sounding flabbergasted. “This is just like the Realm of Order. Do you remember the Thrall army? Vox-Malum was using the Necrotic Pillars to corrupt and transform the creatures of the Realm of Order, bending them to his will. That’s what happened to you,” she said, focusing on the Lorekeeper. 

“And that’s what’s happening to Jo-Dan and all of the mobs of Eldgard,” I said as the jigsaw pieces finally started to click into place. “Thanatos isn’t trying to destroy the world, he’s trying to remake it just like he remade the Thar.”

Zendu beamed—or beamed as much as Vogthar were able to without lips. 

“Indeed, Grim Jack. Our tale is a cautionary one. A testament to what will happen if you fail to stop my master and his flawed design. But perhaps our story can also be a hopeful one. It is the opinion of the Lorekeepers that this corruption is reversible. Is it likely that we will ever return fully to our former glory? Doubtful.” He shook his head, heartbreak clear in his green eyes. “But I think it is possible to be restored to a shadow of our former selves. Thanatos, he is not evil. He is damaged. If you can fix him, it’s possible you will fix us all. And to that end, we would help you, Grim Jack. You bear the Reality Editor, yes?” he asked.

In answer, I slipped the key from the chain around my neck, holding it up in a clenched fist. The Editor buzzed in my hand, restless energy leaking out like the heat shimmers of a mirage. Zendu leaned in, green eyes narrowing, and slowly extended a hand toward the strange weapon. The shifting light from the key fell across his dusty gray skin, and slowly, the color began to change. Wonder crept across his features as dark claws receded, gray flesh replaced with wrinkled tan skin. He snatched his hand away almost at once, the limb reverting as he clutched it against his chest.

“Incredible,” he murmured, both elated and terrified. “Perhaps there is hope for us yet.” He gave me a long, measuring look before finally grunting and nodding at whatever decision he’d reached. “There is one more thing you should see. It is not far now.” With quick, efficient steps, Zendu guided us through the twisting, disorienting stacks and into a small alcove with a frieze covering a section of wall.

“Bloody hell, but would you look at that?” Cutter mumbled, planting his hands on his hips.

Abby whistled softly under her breath. 

“Legend holds that Father Cronos left us this,” Zendu said, gesturing at the painting. 

Splashed against the wall was an odd scene: a faceless man squared off against Thanatos, a shining key gripped in his fist. Towering bookcases, stretching up toward the heavens, flanked the embattled fighters. Surrounding the pair was a ring of Vogthar, their hands raised high in supplication, twisting, crimson magic bleeding from their palms.  

“We have been waiting for hundreds of years. Waiting for you, Jack. Lorekeepers remember the old ways of our people, and we can perform a ritual that will temporarily overwhelm the scripts governing our Vogthar brethren. We will share our minds with them, just as I shared a small piece of the true histories with you. We will make them remember. For our kind, the pain of the past is excruciating. During that time, every scripted Vogthar in the entire Necropolis—in all of Morsheim—will be incapacitated, their minds lost in a maze of memory. They will be alive, but it will be as though they are dead.” 

My mouth went dry and an anxious tremor worked its way through my hands.

“We could take the city in a day if we didn’t have to worry about the Vogs running interference,” Cutter whispered. “That would still leave us with Darklings to tangle with—”

“But we outnumber them at least three to one,” I said, pacing nervously. “How long will the Vogthar be down?” I asked Zendu. 

The Lorekeeper’s brow furrowed in thought, crow’s feet spreading from the corners of his eyes. “Anywhere from days to weeks. Certainly long enough for you to capture the outer Necropolis and hopefully confront Thanatos.”

“This changes everything, Jack,” Abby said, sounding as shocked as I felt. “Everything. We could really do this. We could win.”

Zendu raised a hand, face solemn, stopping our celebration in its tracks. “The Lorekeepers can do this thing, but I have not yet agreed to do it,” he said gravely. “Such a ritual is costly. More so than you can imagine. Still, it is a price we are willing to pay, but only if we believe you can actually do what must be done, Jack. And that...” He tapped on the head of his walking cane with one slim finger. “That remains to be seen. You have borne witness to the true histories, but you have yet to prove yourself worthy of their legacy. There is one thing I must ask in return for our aid.”

“Anything,” I replied without thought. I would move mountains if it meant incapacitating the Vogthar fighters during our invasion of the Necropolis. 

Zendu nodded, face grim. “You have shown great mercy in sparing the caretakers and the younglings—it is the very reason I decided to seek you out. But before we perform this ritual, I need to know they are safe. Not merely sequestered away within the cities, but truly safe. We have lost so much, and they are all our people have left. We have a saying, to remember the way back is to find the path forward. They are our sole link to what we once were and a hope of what we could be once more. If you can find a safe haven for them—a place far from the punishing reach of Thanatos—then and only then will the Lorekeepers help you.”  

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 5

You have accompanied the Vogthar Lorekeeper Zendu of the Lost Heaven Caste to the Temple of Lost Waters outside of Idruz, learning the true history of the Vogthar and about their subtle corruption over centuries. Zendu has offered to help you in your battle against Thanatos, but only if you first help the Vogthar caretakers and unscripted younglings find a true safe haven.

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: It’s possible the Vogthar are more than they seem; find a Vogthar Lorekeeper to get the answers you seek. They may just hold the key to toppling Thanatos.

Success 3: Save Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia within 28 minutes!

Success 4: Accompany Zendu, Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, to the Temple of Forgotten Waters.

Success 5: Find a true safe haven for the Vogthar prisoners and younglings currently in your care to earn Zendu’s blessing and the aid of the Lorekeepers in your fight against Thanatos. 

Success 6: ???????

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

I read and reread the quest prompt, a budding excitement blooming inside me like a spring flower after a particularly long and brutal winter. We were on the verge of something monumental here, and all I had to do was provide safety for the POWs scattered across three cities. Finding a tenable solution wasn’t going to be easy, but after seeing the true histories, I had a rough idea forming in my head—though it was an idea that no general, strategist, or lifelong politician would ever approve of. That was also the reason it just might work. 

Because it was the right thing to do.

“Cutter, can you get Zendu back to Idruz safe and sound?” I asked, mind already racing a thousand miles a second.  

“Sure. Why?”

“I need to do a few things. We’ve been thinking about the Vogthar POWs all wrong, but I have a plan. I’ll need a doorway, though. I’ll also have to touch base with a few people back in Eldgard. Call in some favors.” I hesitated. “I also need you, Abby. You game for doing something a little wild? Reckless, even?” 

She smiled and offered her hand. “As long as it’s with you, Jack.”
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Favors Owed
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ABBY AND I STEPPED across the frosty morning grass, retracing a path we’d walked many times before that snaked its way through the Avilynn Wood. The fringe of the woods was technically a beginner zone, perfect for newbs to grind out XP against random low-level mobs, but with the war on in Morsheim, it was abandoned. I breathed in deeply, enjoying the scent of pine and reveling in the sounds of the world coming to life: robins and sparrows chirping out chorus and refrain, squirrels chattering on nearby branches as we passed. 

It was beautiful out here, peaceful. 

A nice change of pace after the harsh and desolate landscape of Morsheim—though many of the trees were badly blighted, reminding me that there was no real escape from Thanatos’ ever-lengthening reach. Unless, of course, we could defeat him. 

Abby led the way, lighting our path with an orb of flickering flame as we zigzagged through the undergrowth, forded a lazily winding creek, then scuttled up a hill peppered with downed logs and jutting, moss-covered stones. During the spring and summer months, the canopy this deep in the Avilynn was thick enough to cast the forest floor in near-perpetual shade, but during the winter, the foliage thinned out considerably, providing us with a great view of the sun breaking along the horizon. Beams of pink and orange light splashed across the octagonal building jutting up from the bottom of the clearing below.

The Catacombs of the Forsaken.

The entrance to Jo-Dan’s mausoleum was roughly twenty feet in diameter and made of graying marble blocks, engraved with pictograms of grim-faced skeletons. Romanesque columns marched around the structure in evenly spaced intervals, each of them studded with black wrought iron wall sconces holding torches that burned with unnatural green fire. A golden dome capped the building like a half-buried gold ball, glimmering with beautiful glowing runes. It would be an awfully intimidating sight if I didn’t know the residents so well. And speaking of, milling out in front of the crypt were a handful of armor-clad Revenant Knights and the two people—or monsters—we’d come to see: Jo-Dan and Lowyth.

“It’s early, you know,” Jo called out to us as Abby and I descended the side of the hill, which dipped into the bowl-shaped clearing. 

“Turnabout’s fair play,” Abby replied with a grin and a wave.

“Now you know how awful it is to get out of bed at the butt crack of dawn,” I added. 

“Nonsense, troublesome fly,” Lowyth said with a dismissive sniff. “We dungeon lords and ladies have no need to sleep. We don’t share the same weakness as our prey. We are always ready for action no matter the time.”

“It’s good to see you too, Lowyth,” Abby said, rolling her eyes as the Revenant Knights parted for us. Abby went in and offered Jo-Dan a big hug, pulling him in close. “Seriously, though, it is good to see you both. How have things been?” She finally released him, holding him at arm’s length. “Any improvement?”

Jo shrugged, but then pulled back the sleeve of his voluminous robes. The black lightning-strike lines were far more pronounced against his pale flesh than they had been before, but they hadn’t spread any farther up his arm, which had to be a good sign. 

“Things are still right on the edge,” he said in his usual lighthearted voice. Clearly, he was taking things in stride. “But Thanatos hasn’t gained any new ground since you guys launched the invasion, which is bananas. He’s even abandoned a handful of dungeons outright—recalling troops back to the Necropolis is our guess. We’re still in rough shape, but I’d say the last week has definitely been a win for us.”

I could hear the hope in his voice even if I couldn’t see it on his face.

“The Gravemonger is correct,” Lowyth said, planting hands on black chitin-covered hips. “We are gaining ground slowly but surely. Still, the effort may be too little too late, unless you can crush Thanatos beneath your heel. How goes the assault, troublesome fly? Tell me my faith in our partnership is not misplaced.” 

“Things are good,” I said, keeping my voice even. Lowyth was a predator by nature, and even though we were allies, it was never a smart idea to show any sort of weakness in front of her. Not if you valued not dying a horrific death by disembowelment. “We’ve taken Idruz, Oxrus, and Einnheimr, and Vlad is almost done with the siege towers we need to launch the raid against the Necropolis’ walls. Just another two or three days until they’re operational and then we’ll go kick Thanatos right in his Overmind ass. But...” 

“But?” Lowyth said, tone as sharp as a razor blade. “But what?” she hissed, instantly displeased.

“But we ran into a tiny hiccup,” Abby said quickly, raising her hand and spreading her fingers apart, just so. “Something Jack and I were hoping you could help us with.” 

I reached into my pocket and pulled free a one-off port scroll sealed with a blob of red wax. “Okay, so don’t freak out,” I cautioned, breaking the seal and summoning the familiar opalescent portal that sliced between the folds of reality. Except instead of some random place in Eldgard, this scroll connected to one of the vacant bunk rooms inside of the Idruz Command Center. Waiting patiently on the other side was Zendu, head bobbing to some unheard tune, hands folded on top of his summoned cane. He looked as peaceful and implacable as ever. 

Jo-Dan reflexively stepped back as Zendu padded through the portal, opal light washing over his gray skin.

“What trickery is this?” Lowyth growled, dropping low, claws extending from her fingers, the spindly limbs protruding from her back stirring in restless agitation. 

“Whoa, whoa, hold on,” I said, positioning myself between the Spider Queen and the Vogthar shaman before she could disembowel him, decapitate him, slurp his guts out through a bendy straw, or kill him in any of a thousand gruesome ways. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

“It looks like you bringing a Vogthar Priest right to the doorstep of my dungeon,” Jo-Dan said, summoning his preternatural scythe with a flick of his hand. “Or am I somehow misreading the situation?” 

“No,” Zendu said, trundling forward at a leisurely pace. “You are not misreading the situation, young Dungeon Lord. I am Zendu, Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, friend of Grim Jack Shadowstrider and Lady Abby Hollander. I also mean no harm to you.” 

“Lies,” Lowyth hissed, slinking to the left, trying to circle around me so she could leap. “The Vogthar are our enemy, Gravemonger. They seek our destruction and must be eradicated.” 

“Not all of them,” I said, lifting my hands to forestall her. “Zen, here, isn’t like the other Vogthar. And neither are the rest of the refugees we have back in Morsheim,” I said slowly. 

“Refugees?” Jo asked, raising one skeleton wing, barring Lowyth’s path. “What are you talking about?”

“Do not listen,” Lowyth bristled, flashing her fangs at our guest. “Surely it is some ploy to undermine us.”

“Jo, you know I wouldn’t do that,” I said, somber and serious. “Please. Just hear me out.”

Jo hesitated, stealing a look at the Spider Queen before finally nodding. “No promises, but you can talk, I guess.” 

Now that it seemed like the immediate threat to Zendu’s life had passed, Abby and I opened up, filling Jo and Lowyth in about the Lorekeepers, the true history of the Thar, and, of course, the Vogthar women and children—younglings, as Zen called them—tucked away in the corners of our captured cities. Zendu pitched in every now and again, answering the odd question or correcting the record when Abby or I got some facet of Thar history wrong. Lowyth, for her part, listened in detached silence, her many black eyes narrowed in suspicion. 

I had a sneaking suspicious that selling her on what I had in mind was going to be tough. 

Jo-Dan, though, leaned in as Abby and I spoke, completely enraptured by the tale.

“Dude. Wow,” Jo finally said once we’d finished sharing, “that’s nuts. But what do you want us to do? I mean, I don’t want the Imperials cutting them down any more than you do, but it’s not like we can leave Eldgard. I guess in theory, I could send some minions along maybe. I can’t afford to be away from my dungeon for long, though—not with the corruption spreading the way it is.” He lifted his arm, showing off the black lines snaking up his arm once again. “If I get that close to Thanatos’ power, it’ll be only days before I fall. Plus, there’s all the dungeons here to consider. Low and I still have a lot of work to do, and now isn’t exactly a good time to take a breather.” 

“Well,” Abby offered slowly, “the thing is, Jack and I weren’t actually thinking of having you go to Morsheim to help with the refugees. We were thinking of having the Vogthar...” She trailed off, shifting on uncertain feet. Understandable, since we were about to ask for a very large favor. “Well, we were thinking of bringing them here.” She swept a hand around the woods. “To you.”

He nearly choked at the words. 

“I’m sorry. You want to bring them here,” he said incredulously, more statement than question. “To my woods.” He pointed at the leaf-covered ground around us.  “Right here? Outside my dungeon?”

“Yes,” I replied, straight-faced.

“I, too, was hesitant,” Zendu said, inching forward. “Our people have heard about the mighty Gravemonger and Spider Queen, so when Jack proposed this as a solution, I feared for the safety of my people.” He paused, lipless mouth stretching tight. “But the truth is, we have nowhere else to turn. Our own cities are not safe, and the Legionnaires grow more eager for blood every day. Morsheim is a brutal place, and if my fellow Lorekeepers aid you in your cause, it is possible Thanatos will seek retribution against the most vulnerable among us. For what little it is worth,” he said, dipping his head into a deep bow, “we will serve you however we are able and would be forever in your debt.”

“Excuse us for just one moment,” Jo-Dan said, wrapping a bony wing around my shoulder and drawing me off to the side, where we wouldn’t be overheard. 

“Jack...” he said in exasperation, voice pitched for my ears. “You can’t seriously expect me to say yes. They’re Vogthar. They’re monsters.”

“Like you?” I asked.

“Dude, that’s a low blow and you know it.” He sounded hurt.

“It’s not a low blow,” I pressed. “You’re the only one that understands. You know what it’s like to be rejected. For everyone to look down on you or view you with suspicion. That’s what these Vogs are going through. I’m telling you, Jo, they aren’t bad. They aren’t even dangerous. They want peace just as much as we do. They want to raise their kids and not have to be constantly looking over their shoulders. My hope is that someday they might even be able to find a place in larger Eldgard society. But until that happens, they need someplace safe to call home.”

“I don’t like this,” Lowyth protested, edging into our conversation. “Ever since we made our compact, troublesome fly, I have found myself betraying my nature far too often. I am a predator. Not a babysitter. And the great Joseph the Gravemonger is no different. Isn’t that so?”

Jo-Dan glanced down and fiddled with his scythe, eventually dismissing the weapon back to his inventory. “No, Low,” he finally said with a long sigh, shaking his head and taking her hands in his. “Jack’s right. These things have nowhere else to go. And who else is going to look out for them, huh? We need to take care of our own, Low. We take care of monsters, and if Jack vouches for them, then I’m on board.” 

“This is a terrible idea,” the Spider Queen replied, unamused. 

“My dungeon, my land, my choice.” Jo turned and stalked away from us, stopping directly in front of Zendu. He extended a pale hand. “Lorekeeper, welcome to the Catacombs of the Forsaken. Name’s Joseph the Gravemonger, but my friends call me Jo-Dan, which is what you can call me. I don’t quite know where to start, but Jack has done more for me than anyone else ever has. He believed in me and trusted me when no one else would. If you and yours need a place to stay, then welcome. I gotta admit, I’m not sure I’ll be able to accommodate ten thousand Vogthar. Not without some serious leveling up.” 

“It’s not ten thousand,” Abby said. “More like three thousand. Ish. And you won’t have to house them in your dungeon.”

I pulled up my interface and fired off the pre-written message I’d already drafted. A few seconds later, portals began springing open, and out flooded a host of dark-skinned Dokkalfar and stout Dwarves decked out in engineer’s gear. Craftsmen and Murk Elf clansmen that had stayed behind to hold down the fort here in Eldgard. A small army of helping hands.

“I had to cash in a few favors,” I said, “but meet your work crew. They’re going to help us build a village not far from your dungeon entrance. Hope you’re up for some company because you’re about to have the first Thar settlement a stone’s throw from your front door. Right here is going to be the sight of Haven.”

“Wait, you mean I won’t be alone anymore?” Jo said, his voice soft. Unsure.

“Hope that’s okay,” Abby said, placing a comforting hand on his forearm.

“Okay? Are you kidding me! Do you have any idea how awful it is to be alone out here?” He sounded giddy. “Well, what the hell are we waiting for, huh? Let’s get to work!” He extended his arm, and in a flash, an oversized shovel appeared. “I’ll get the troops cracking, and we’ll get this place ready for guests in no time flat.” He gave a hoot and a fist pump as he turned on a heel and headed toward his crypt, already barking orders to the directionless undead Knights. 

Low just watched him go, but there was a ghost of a smile painted across her bloodred lips. She looked happy for him. “What have I become?” she muttered under her breath as she stalked off after the Gravemonger. 

“What about us?” Abby asked, facing me. “Back to the front lines or...” 

“Actually,” I said, retrieving an axe from my inventory, “I was thinking maybe we could stay and lend a hand. The siege engines still have days left, so I thought we could take a little break. Maybe spend some time together. Talk?”

“But we have a war to run, Jack,” she protested weakly. “Shouldn’t we be responsible?”

“They’ll manage for a few days without us, Abs. Besides, I’m tired of doing the right thing for everyone but us.” I leaned forward and pecked her on the lips. “Now, are you gonna help or what? We have a whole village to build.” 

For a second, her face was an unreadable mask, and then—like quicksilver—something broke and a brilliant smile erupted. “I would love to, you knucklehead, though I’m totally gonna kick your ass in wood chopping.” She snatched the axe from my hand and took off for the tree line, cackling like crazy. “Gonna clear twice as many trees as you!” she shouted over her shoulder.

I retrieved another axe from my inventory and gave it a little twirl. “That sounds like a bet. Game on, Firebrand.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Building Haven
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ABBY AND I WORKED LIKE dogs for most of the day, leveling sections of forest floor, hauling water-smooth creek rocks, smashing boulders, clearing leaf piles, and lashing logs together with strands of silvery spider silk. Everyone worked, including the mobs, which was an interesting sight: monstrous Corpse Hounds hauling timber, Revenant Knights using their bloodstained axes to fell trees, scuttling spiders working at the direction of Dokkalfar tribesman, creating makeshift pulleys or using their inhuman strength to help lift palisade walls into place. I even summoned my Void Terrors from time to time, using them as manual labor instead of instruments of destruction. 

Devil was supremely grumpy at the prospect of work that didn’t involve fighting, killing, or eating, but he minded anyway, burning down sections of forest with gouts of Umbra Fire and lifting logs into place with his oversized jaws like a living crane of scale and shadow. 

The Dwarven architects did far less grunt work than almost anyone else, but they were busy with a different kind of work: 

Drafting plans for huts and communal spaces. 

Creating blueprints for sustainable gardens, parks, and roadways. 

Inspecting buildings as they were started and finished, ensuring they were up to some unspoken Dwarven code that only they seemed to know.

It was exhausting work, certainly as hard as slogging through a battle, but it was also clean work. The aches and pains I earned were from honest labor, honestly done, and building something tangible instead of simply tearing everything down was deeply satisfying. All the more so because I was doing it with Abby. Laughing, joking, talking like old days. There was still simmering tension left over from the way I’d been acting since our time down with Khalkeús, but this was still better than we’d been in ages. It felt like real life. Well, not real, real life—we were still building a forest village with the aid of literal monsters—but it felt more normal than anything had in a long time.

It was a glimpse of what could be if we set things right in Morsheim.

Plus, I even managed to level up a few of my more mundane skills that rarely got any love since I spent most of my time gallivanting all over Eldgard and the Divine Realms, completing epic quests and slaying deities instead of chipping away at rocks or chopping down trees. 

<<<>>>

Gathering Profession: Mining

Mining allows the player to gather a wide array of raw minerals from ore veins scattered all around Eldgard and West Viridia. Mining is one of the five Gathering Professions—Mining, Foraging, Logging, Hunting, Farming—which any class and race can access. Gathering Professions allow players to accumulate resources, which can then be used by crafters to manufacture a huge variety of items, ranging from potions to armor and weapons. 

There are eight primary Crafting Professions: Cooking, Enchanting, Alchemy, Tailoring and Leatherwork, Engineering, Merchant-Craft, Blacksmithing, and Lapidary (Jeweler). All Professions, both Gathering and Crafting, can be unlocked and leveled through practice and use, but any specialized skills or abilities within a given profession must be unlocked with proficiency points. All specialized profession skills can be upgraded a total of seven times (Initiate, Novice, Adept, Journeyman, Specialist, Master, Grandmaster).  

Gathering Ability Type/Level: Passive/Level 3 (Adept)

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Extract 7% more material from all ore veins.

Effect 2: Extracting material requires 9% less effort, reducing overall Stamina drain while actively mining and cutting the time necessary to exhaust a vein.

Effect 3: Randomly spawn a gem (diamond, ruby, sapphire, emerald, jade, turquoise, lapis lazuli, pearl, beryl, topaz, opal, moonstone, sunstone, bloodstone) while mining. Spawn Chance = (.003 x Luck)

<<<>>>

Gathering Profession: Logging

Logging allows the player to gather a wide array of raw materials from the various forests, groves, and marshes blanketing the landscape of Eldgard and West Viridia. Logging is one of the five Gathering Professions—Mining, Foraging, Logging, Hunting, Farming—which any class and race can access. Gathering Professions allow players to accumulate resources, which can then be used by crafters to manufacture a huge variety of items, ranging from potions to armor and weapons. 

Gathering Ability Type/Level: Passive/Level 1 (Initiate)

Cost: N/A

Effect 1: Extract 5% more construction material from all felled trees.

Effect 2: Extracting material requires 8% less effort, reducing overall Stamina drain while actively logging resources.

Effect 3: Randomly spawn rare crafting ingredients (king’s root, spoolwood, starseed, ironheart, sakku coriander, petrified wood, icewart, ashvein, flamesprigs, thorn-timber, dragonbark, diamond leaf, okleaper, wolfsbane) while logging. Spawn Chance = (.001 x Luck)

<<<>>>

By the end of the first day, the building site had been completely cleared, earthen berms were erected, the palisade wall was staked into place, and most of the roadways were laid out. We’d also spent a fair amount of time setting the foundation for the first building that would go up when we resumed work in the morning. That had been a learning experience, and one that left me with tender muscles and a wickedly sore back. First, our Dwarven engineers had carefully staked out the plumb lines, squaring off the building’s foundation. Then we’d spent hours and hours churning up the tough topsoil with pickaxes, before eventually clearing out the rubble with steel-headed shovels, then backfilling the pit with quarter-inch river gravel, hauled up from a nearby stream by the wheelbarrow full. We used the spiderkin to maneuver the huge chunks of foundation stone into place, carefully fitting the slabs of granite together, then using a pasty white mortar to fill in the cracks and crevices, cementing it altogether. It wasn’t terribly technical, but it was time and labor intensive.

When the sun finally set and I had a belly full of food, Abby and I retired under a thick pile of blankets, the winking stars shining down on us, reassuring in their familiarity. It felt almost like a second chance—an opportunity to make things right between us. We snuggled together, her head on my chest, her fingers trailing over my bare skin. Unlike the last time I’d slept beneath the pale gaze of starlight, this time I had no trouble falling asleep. I was out mere minutes after my head touched the goose-down pillow.

I wasn’t sure if it was being back in Eldgard, a hard day of backbreaking labor, or some leftover mojo from the magenta pools in the Temple of Forgotten Waters, but that night I dreamt.

I closed my eyes to Eldgard and opened them a moment later to a graveyard.  

This wasn’t one of those manufactured horror movie graveyards, though, the kind of place where ghouls and zombies dragged themselves from the earth. This was a place I’d visited on a number of occasions IRL. Fort Logan National Cemetery, just outside of Denver. My grandparents on my father’s side were both buried there. Grandpa Dwayne’s funeral had been the first I’d ever attended. I’d been nine at the time, and only a handful of months later, Grandma passed, sending me back for my second funeral. It was no wonder this place had left an indelible mark carved into my soul—though why I was here, now, I couldn’t hazard a guess at. 

I spun slowly, drinking in the quiet serenity of it all. 

Behind me was a placid pond, where a small flock of geese floated contentedly. Streaks of pink and purple light from the rapidly setting sun skipped across the surface of the water like a stone. To the west loomed the Rockies: jagged, saw-toothed peaks that could rival anything in Eldgard. Leafy elms poked up from vibrant grass, their leaves painted in alarming shades of red and orange. The centerpiece, as with all graveyards, was not the pristine nature or the quiet solitude, but the rows and rows and rows of precisely spaced marble headstones. They popped up from the earth like the blunt white teeth of some slumbering giant.

A low creeping ground fog began to emerge, washing around my ankles and licking at the gravestones stretching out before me.

In the way of dreams, a lone shape resolved in the mist. The vague humanoid shape became more defined with every passing second—arms and legs peeled away from the torso, and facial features emerged. I creased my brow, trying to figure out just what I was looking at. A wave of shock rippled through me as my dad stepped out from the curling tendrils of mist, his jeans torn, his shirt burned and actively smoldering. His skin was twisted like molten wax, and what remained of his face was so badly burned that only his brown eyes, nearly black, really stood out, like chips of coal in the bottom of a firepit. 

“Do you know what it feels like to burn, Jackie?” he said, his voice hoarse. Raw and pained. “It hurts, Son. It hurts a helluva lot more than I thought it would.” He extended his arms wide. “Why don’t you come here and give your old man a hug? See what it feels like for yourself.”

I didn’t move, giving the specter his distance. 

“Come on, Jackie,” the ghost of my father barked, eyes turning a nasty shade of crimson as he spoke. “It’s the least you could do. It’s your fault I’m dead. Me and your mom, both. If you would’ve pushed a little harder, been a little more insistent, then maybe we would’ve listened.  We were only in Charleston. Osmark had one of those upload facilities in Atlanta. Not even a five-hour drive. We could’ve made it in an afternoon. Why didn’t you push us harder?” he asked, his eyes losing their vicious hue, turning a forlorn shade of blue. “I miss you, Jackie. Your mom does, too. And it’s your fault we’re not there.” He fell quiet, arms extended. “Well don’t just stand there. Answer me, Son,” he thundered, body vibrating with rage and hurt.

His words should’ve cut deeper—a surgeon’s scalpel carving through skin and muscle, all the way down to my heart—but some logical part of my brain knew this was wrong. 

All wrong. 

The accusations rang hollow in my ears. Thing was, my dad never blamed anyone. Ever. Certainly not when it came to a choice he’d made. My dad was far from a perfect man—he drank too much, worked more than was healthy, and was gone as often as he was home thanks to the Corps—but there were two unwavering, intertwined truths at the core of his being: One, the only way to get better was to know yourself and seek self-improvement. Two, the only way to truly know yourself was unflinching accountability and personal responsibility. If he made a choice, by God, he owned that choice for better or worse. 

Always. Forever. And with no exceptions.

I was sad my parents weren’t in Eldgard, and sometimes I did blame myself... maybe if I’d done more, it would’ve changed things. That had nibbled at my thoughts more than once, but my dad would never blame me. 

“No,” I said, shaking my head at the phantom. “You’re not him. I don’t know who or what you are, but you’re not my dad.” I raised my hands out in front of me. “I reject this.” 

The apparition stopped midstride, frozen, his melted face screwed up in puzzlement. Thin fissures began to spread across his skin, running down his body like cracks in a porcelain doll, a soft white light bleeding out until I couldn’t see the ghostly figure at all and had to shield my eyes from the intensity of the glow. 

A dull roar filled my ears, but once the noise passed, the ghostly horror show was nowhere to be found and my actual father remained. Or at least my father as I liked to remember him. Tall and thin, skin tan, his high and tight haircut—a staple he never got rid of—lightly sprinkled with gray. This was dad from my high school days and now, as then, he held an old-fashioned in a crystal low-ball glass. Always old-fashioneds with him. A triple shot of Jack, a splash of club soda, a dab of bitters, a slice of orange.

“Way to use your head, Jackie,” he said with a lopsided smile. He sauntered over to me in no big rush, swirled his dark drink, took a long pull, then lowered the glass and slipped his free arm around my shoulders. “Been a while, kiddo. I think the last time we talked was before that scuffle with uh... what’s his face.” He screwed up his lips, the way he always did when he was thinking. 

“Khalkeús,” I supplied.

He grinned and nodded. “Yep, that’s the guy. Some sort of big shot. I take it things turned out okay?” 

“I’m here,” I replied, shrugging one shoulder. 

“So you are.” He urged me into motion, steering me toward the rows of protruding tombstones. “I told you it was gonna be okay, didn’t I? ‘They’re in front of us, behind us, and we’re flanked on both sides. Great. Those bastards can’t get away from us now.’ The great Chesty Puller may have said those words, but you lived ’em. I’m proud of you, Jackie. You keep fighting. Keep coming. You don’t quit, and you might just win this thing yet.” He sounded like Abby.

Around us, the fog thickened, transforming into a wall of ghostly bodies: men and women, young and old, all of them bearing the dragon and hammer of the Crimson Alliance. They weren’t as clear as my dad had been, more like haggard shades brought to a sort of miserable half-life. They all bore horrific wounds, some missing limbs, others run through with swords or trailing intestines. A few were charbroiled, just the way my father had been—though these were casualties of enemy Firebrands, I knew, and not the victims of Astraea. 

Their voices rose together in a cacophony; it was impossible to pick out any one individual, though pleading snatches drifted through the racket. 

“Why did you let me die?”

“My husband is going to have to raise our kids by himself now. All because of you...”

“I took a Malware blade to the throat protecting you, Jack...”

“I died at Ravenkirk because you messed up...” 

On and on they came, crashing down on me like hailstones that ignored the flesh and pelted the soul.

My dad, though, walked with me, pulling me in tightly against his side. A warm glow emanated from him until an umbrella of white light formed in his free hand. He held it above both of us, and though the sound of moaning wails didn’t cease entirely, they did fade into the dull roar of an actual rainstorm. 

“Don’t listen to this nonsense, Jackie,” he said, gesturing broadly with his low-ball glass, a splash of booze slopping over the rim. “Every general, every lieutenant, every platoon sergeant, and corporal to ever experience combat hears these voices. Survivor’s guilt, kiddo. That’s all it is. Survivor’s guilt.” 

“But they’re right,” I replied, my steps suddenly far heavier than they had been a moment before. “They died because of fights I started. Choices and mistakes I made.”

My dad pulled away just a hair, giving me a sidelong glance that brimmed with disapproval. “I thought I taught you better than that. They’re here because of choices they made.”

Frank Senior materialized from the mist directly in front of me, his body pin-cushioned with arrows, his white apron stained with patches of blood instead of splotches of red sauce.

“I could’ve saved him,” I said flatly, nodding to the man. “If I’d gone back for another pass.”

“And who knows who else would’ve died if you’d taken the time to help him instead of manning that Shadow Cannon,” my dad replied. “Besides, Jackie, you’re missing the most important thing of all. Frank Senior—hell, all of these people—could’ve saved themselves. Frank decided to fight when he could’ve run. He stood his ground instead of saving his own skin. He did that. Not you. People are going to make choices, and choices have consequences. 

“Sometimes, folks you care about are going to do things that are dangerous, stupid, noble, brave. And these people”—he stepped away, gesturing at the masses surrounding us—“they chose to fight even knowing what was on the line and what the price tag might be.” He swirled his glass, tilted back his head, and killed what was left of his drink in a long gulp. “They sacrificed themselves to do the right thing,” he said, wiping the back of his mouth with one hand, “and don’t you dare rob them of the honor and courage it took to make those hard choices.”

We walked deeper into the graveyard, silent as I scanned the tombstones, all bearing names I knew well: Vlad. Cutter. Amara. Abby. Chief Kolle. Even Osmark.

“Thing is, Jackie, control of others is only an illusion. All you can do is control you. Be your best, do your best always, but let go of this guilt—it only cheapens what they did.” 

The hailstones had stopped, the moaning voices suddenly, blessedly, gone.

My dad dismissed the umbrella with a flick of his hand and pulled away, facing me with a half smile on his mug. “It was good to see you, kid.” He shot me a wink. “Now go out there and give ’em hell.” He moved to pull me into a hug, but when I went to put my arms around him, he fell apart, dissolving into mist just like all the other ghosts who had haunted me.
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Kiss and Make Up
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THE DREAM SHIFTED ABRUPTLY, and I found myself standing on a brightly lit balcony overlooking a small garden and a sea of lush green grass stretching off in the distance. The air was crisp, the sky clear, the sun smiling down with warm, comforting rays. Abby inched up beside me, entwining her hand with mine. I pulled her in front of me, wrapping my arms around her as I rested my chin on her shoulder. Her skin was warm, the smell of her hair a heady scent in my nose. A delighted squeal sliced through the peace and quiet, and a pair of children sprinted out onto the lawn, laughing uproariously as they chased each other round and round.

A boy and a girl, but with the dusky complexion of Murk Elves.

“They’re such good kids,” Abby said absently, tracing her fingers over the back of my hand. “How did we get so lucky?” 

She was right. We had gotten lucky. Twins, when few Travelers even had a single child. We had a future together. This was the happy, healthy, normal life I’d always wanted for myself, and somehow I had it. Though the details were hazy. What happened to Thanatos? I wondered briefly. Had we defeated him? I couldn’t remember, but we must have. And, honestly, I didn’t actually care what had happened. Standing there, holding Abby, watching our kids play... I’d never been happier. 

The how wasn’t so important. Not at the moment.

A whiff of something rank drifted through the air. The scent of rot and decay. I gagged and pulled away, covering my nose with the crook of my arm. What was that smell? Where was it coming from?

I looked to Abby—the question poised on the tip of my tongue—but found myself face-to-face with Osmark instead. I recoiled in shock. Where was Abby? How had Osmark gotten here? He also looked subtly off somehow. His skin was unnaturally pale, almost corpse white, and his brown hair was black at the tips, reminding me in no small part of Thanatos. Thinking of the Overmind seemed to further transform Osmark, his typical Artificer gear vanishing, replaced by Thanatos’ jet-black cassock. A steel scythe appeared in Osmark’s right hand, the wickedly curved blade resting casually against his shoulder. 

“Hello, Jack,” he said calmly, stepping to one side, revealing an obsidian altar with Abby sprawled out across the surface. She lay stone still, her arms pinned against her sides, her legs straight as two-by-fours; she didn’t speak or move, but a stream of endless red tears rolled down her cheeks, filling up the grooves on the sacrificial altar.

“This is the way, Jack,” Thanatos-Osmark said, extending his left hand, which now held the sacrificial blade forever seared into my mind. “This is the only way,” he said again, pressing the hilt of the knife into my hand. “You can’t run from it. Spending a few days playing house with your little girlfriend in the woods won’t stop the inevitable. If you want to win, you have to sacrifice everything. You have to kill what you love.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head vigorously, trying to refuse the knife. “I don’t want to do that. I already crossed that line once. I won’t do it again.” Even as I spoke, my fingers closed around the hilt of the blade, accepting the weapon.

“You say that, but we both know it’s not true. You’re more like me than you’d care to admit. You’ve already done the unthinkable.” Thanatos-Osmark paused, slowly pacing along the balcony, the cassock swishing around his ankles as he moved. “You’ve sacrificed your friends. Killed the woman you love most in pursuit of a video game quest. Made deals with reprehensible people. The Spider Queen. Abubakar Mubarak, an arms dealer. Me,” he said, glancing over one shoulder. 

“You’ll do what needs doing, I have no doubt. And that”—he waved at the blade in my hand—“is the price tag. Sometimes you have to sacrifice what you love for the good of everyone. That’s not condemnation, just reality. Stop pretending otherwise and do your duty,” he said, though now he sounded like a chorus of different voices. Osmark, Thanatos, Sophia, even Abby, all speaking as one. “Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it,” the voices chanted in unison. “It’s the only way. To save yourself. To save everyone. To win. Do it. Do it. Do it.”

The voices drilled into my ears—a relentless drone demanding I pay attention. Demanding I act. Act now!

I grimaced and turned toward Abby, raising the knife in my hand, regarding my reflection in the length of the blade. Maybe it was just a trick of the light or the distorted angle of the metal, but I didn’t look like myself anymore. Now the image staring back at me was the odd Osmark-Thanatos amalgamation. I took the first, heavy step toward Abby, steeling myself as I prepared to strike. To do what needed doing, just as I’d done during the trials beneath Stone Reach. Just as I had done every day since returning to Yunnam. Putting the Alliance first. Putting the mission first. Pushing her away.

“Yes,” Osmark-Thanatos muttered in their numerous voices, urging me on. “This is the only way, Jack. Do what’s right for the good of everyone. Drive her away. It’s for the best.” 

I hesitated. Drive her away? It’s for the best. No, that didn’t sound right.

“It’s necessary for people like us to be alone, Jack,” Thanatos-Osmark urged. “If we don’t care about anyone, then it never hurts to make the hard decisions. Isolation is the way. The key.”

This was wrong. I didn’t want this, not even if it was the only way. 

And the truth was there was always another way. If my time in V.G.O. had taught me anything, it was that the solution that made the most sense on the surface was rarely the best answer. Kowtowing to Carrera when he threatened me had made logical sense; instead I’d found a way to take Rowanheath for the Alliance. Murdering Arzokh the Sky Maiden had been the only way—right up until I set her free and earned the blessing of the Jade Lord in so doing. Killing Khalkeús had been the only way to get the Reality Editor, but mercy had been the real key there, not violence. 

Hell, even the Vogthar were proving the point: that violence, murder, and cold sacrifice was not the only solution. And certainly not the ultimate one. 

I’d made a mistake by killing Abby—and I’d justified it because I’d seen no other option at the time. That wasn’t a mistake I would make again. I’d been pushing her away for weeks, slowly driving a wedge between us so that it would hurt her less when I went on to face Thanatos and didn’t return. I’d been miserable since Stone Reach, precisely because I’d been making the same mistake over and over and over again. Even though I hadn’t killed her, I’d sacrificed our relationship on an altar of necessity in order to fulfill my quest to stop Thanatos. True, I hadn’t plunged a knife into her throat, but I’d inflicted death by a thousand emotional wounds on her.

And on myself, for that matter.

But I was done with that. 

Maybe I wouldn’t survive what was to come—maybe Abby wouldn’t either—but that simply meant I needed to fix things now. To enjoy the time I did have with her, without worrying about what might or might not happen. Inadvertently, I’d turned myself into Osmark: a cold, distant, isolated man who trusted no one and kept every relationship at a safe, comfortable distance. Osmark was competent and accomplished, but no one would call him happy. The truth was, we didn’t need another Osmark. We needed a Jack. 

I faced the spirit haunting me, taunting me into action. 

Driving me into solitude and loneliness.

“No,” I said simply. “I’ve already given you too much control over my life. I’m not going to give you any more. I’ve let people push me around—I’ve let them make me think I don’t belong, that I don’t know what I’m doing. But I’m done listening. I’ve made it this far by being me. Not by being Osmark or anyone else, but by staying true to myself.” I opened my hand and dropped the knife. “And I’m going to keep doing what I think is right, even if no one else agrees.”

The blade clattered on the tiled floor, and the sound rippled out like a struck gong, waves of golden light blasting through the Osmark-Thanatos specter. Obliterating him like the bad nightmare he was. Banishing him back to the dark recesses of my mind...

***
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MORNING CAME BRIGHT and early, Abby’s fingers caressing my cheek softly, luring me from my rest. 

“Good morning,” she said with a sly grin, leaning in to give me a long, full kiss. “Jo-Dan made breakfast for us—for all the volunteers, actually. He even brought enough coffee to fill a kiddy-sized swimming pool.” 

“Now you’re speaking my language, lady,” I replied with a sleepy grin. 

We dressed quickly and indulged in a leisurely breakfast chock-full of all the goodness anyone could ever ask for: slabs of thick-cut bacon, grilled ham steaks as big as my head, fried eggs, sweetened steel-cut oatmeal with berries, and a wagonload of buttery rolls. Then we metaphorically rolled up our sleeves and dove into the work. All day, I thought about the odd dream, turning it over in my head and examining it from different angles while I dug troughs, hauled stone, and nailed boards into place.

The only conclusion I could come to was that I’d been an idiot over the past few weeks. I’d forgotten myself—where I’d come from and who I was. I’d let the stress and pressure twist me into someone I barely recognized. Zendu was right, to remember the way back is to find the path forward. By stepping away from the war, I’d found the path again. 

The rest of the day practically flew by. With the planning done and all the manpower at our disposal, the small village sprang up as though by magic, brought into existence in the span of days instead of weeks or months. True, this place wasn’t the Greek-inspired city of Idruz, but it would work well enough for now. And the Vogthar refugees would be far safer here than back in Morsheim, under the distrustful eye of Legion guards looking for any excuse to shed Vog blood.

The houses and shops had been designed by Dwarves and, as a result, boasted many of the architectural flairs I’d seen during my time in Cliffburgh—jutting stone chimneys, wide windows, buildings all vaguely Viking-esque in appearance. However, the spider silk additions, serpentine gables, and leather furnishings were one hundred percent Murk Elf. Then, after hearing Zendu describe Idruz, Jo-Dan drudged up some cut marble and Roman-inspired statues from the bowels of his crypt. So they wouldn’t get too homesick, Jo insisted. The result was a neat and orderly village that was equal parts Stone Reach, Storme Marshes, and fallen Roman temple. 

I’d never seen anything even remotely like it but was also inexplicably thrilled with the results. Did it really work? 

Yeah, no. Absolutely not. 

The different styles and architectural embellishments formed an eye-wrenching combination, but the fact that all of these people had come together to build something for people without a home... That kinda made it perfect. 

It was late evening on the second day by the time the village was well and truly done. Abby and I had managed to relocate the Vogthar refugees from all three of the Alliance-controlled cities—no small feat. There were just under three thousand of them all told: a relatively small number, considering the virtually endless sea of Vogthar Thanatos had been throwing against us. The few unscripted caretakers were skittish around us, but the younglings seemed inquisitive more than anything else. They inspected the buildings with gusto, a few even playing with the lingering Corpse Hounds or clambering about on the spiderkin. 

The brown-furred spiders tolerated the presence of the gray-skinned children with surprisingly good grace and long-suffering patience. Like a disgruntled family cat meeting a toddler for the first time.  

It was endearing to watch.

Lowyth, they gave a wide berth, which was probably a good idea since she stalked around the little town like a sheriff on the prowl for lawbreakers, ready to mete out justice in an instant. 

On the other hand, the Vogthar took to Jo-Dan like he was practically one of their own, and before long he had a troop of older kids following him around as though he were the Pied Piper in the flesh. Mostly, they nattered on excitedly amongst themselves in their odd language, though once in a while they paused to ask Jo one question or another in broken, halting English: “Are you a Traveler? Why don’t you have a face? Can we ride the Corpse Hounds? Where is your home? Are you in love with the Spider woman?” Some of those questions were deeply personal, but coming from the mouths of children, they were far less intrusive. 

Abby and I stood on a slight rise away from the rest of Haven, looking down on the flutters of movement as the Vogthar settled into their new dwellings, spiderkin making rounds, ensuring the new inhabitants were tucked safely away from harm behind the low palisade walls.

“We did a good thing,” Abby whispered from beside me, her voice content, her body warm as she pressed up against me, reminding me of our time together on the dream-balcony. Watching the Vog kids play below wasn’t quite the same as watching our own children, but it was close. “Though it’s probably best that we keep their presence here secret for a while,” she continued, drawing me from my thoughts. “I imagine most people would have a hard time trusting them, no matter what we tell them about the scripts and the Lorekeepers.” 

“No joke,” I said, thinking back to both my brief time in the Dusty Mustache and Senator Caius’ casual hatred of the Dokkalfar—bitter resentment left over from a war fought decades before we’d arrived in-game. Until now, I’d seen the Vogthar as disposable, faceless bad guys to mow down while moving from one quest to another. They weren’t people, they were mindless monsters. Even knowing what I did, seeing them down there swarming those houses made me just a tad nervous. Assuming all of the Vogthar could be freed from Thanatos’ corrupting influence, how long would it take for the rest of the people of Eldgard to let go of their suspicions and hatred? 

Would they ever be able to?

“Hey,” I said, facing Abby, a tired smile creasing my face. “I wanted to say that it’s been really nice just being with you the past few days. I know things have been weird lately. Between us, I mean.” 

“Gee, you don’t say,” she replied, eyes rolling so hard I thought they might pop out of her head. “I hadn’t picked up on that.”

“Okay, that’s fair,” I conceded.

“I’m not blind, Jack,” she said. “You’ve been pushing me away. And I get it.”  

“About that,” I replied, dropping my gaze. “I want to explain. To apologize.” 

“Explain?” She snorted. “I’m also not a dummy, Jack. I know you. I’ve seen how you are.” She pressed in closer, jabbing a finger against my chest. “Plus, I can totally read people better than you. I knew Osmark was a snake, and I knew that you were the one guy in the world I could trust when I needed someone. I was right on both counts. You’re a good guy, Jack, and you thought pushing me away would make it less painful if something happened to you.” 

Well, yeah. She’d known this whole time? 

I sighed. Who was I kidding? Only myself, apparently. 

Of course she’d known. 

“You’re right again. Two for two,” I said, shuffling my feet as I worked through this next part in my mind. “The thing is, I was being a moron. I was so worried about hurting you long term that I failed to see how much I was hurting you now.” 

“Hey,” she said, tipping my chin back up with her cupped hand. “This is all new to both of us, and it’s a lot of stress. No one expects you to do things perfectly, including me. That’s part of growing. Screwing up. Making mistakes. Learning from them.” 

“Now you’re three for three,” I replied with a heady grin. “And the thing I’ve learned?” I drew away from her, slipping my hand into my pocket and pulling free the simple golden band with the diamond stud perched on top. “I don’t know how long I have with you, but I’m going to appreciate every single second we get together. I’m not going to live with regrets.” I dropped to one knee, lifting the ring. The stone caught the silver light shining down, glimmering like a trapped star. “So, I guess what I want to know, Abby, is will you marry me?”

She froze, eyes locked onto the glittering ring, her chest hitching a little. 

For a long, terrible moment I thought she was going to say no...

Then she squealed, accepting the proffered ring and sliding it onto her finger with a gasp. Before I could say anything else, she pulled me to my feet and threw her arms around me, squeezing the life out of me with her enthusiasm.  “Of course I’ll marry you.” We swayed back and forth. “There’s no one else I’d rather be in this with than you,” she murmured into my chest.

After a few minutes she reluctantly released her death hold. “I’m glad to have you back, Jack.” She eyed the ring with a quirk of her lips. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“No,” she said with a little shake of her head, “but also yes. A lot of mixed emotions is all.” A sly smile crept across her face. “But enough of that. Come on.” She grabbed my hand and gave it a tug. “I like your motto of living without regrets, and it just so happens that the Dwarven architects built an extra little place for visiting dignitaries like us.” She glanced over a shoulder and shot me a wink. “I think it’s time I finally finished my Firebrand courtship dance. You interested?” 

My mouth was dry, my palms slick. “Sounds like we should walk faster.”

“I’m on board,” she said, picking up her pace with a giggle. “Then tomorrow we can go serve Thanatos a great big ol’ can of whoop-ass, so we can get married and have a proper honeymoon without having to worry about someone trying to murder the world.”
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Final Preparation
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I TROMPED THROUGH THE mud and muck of the Siege Yard outside of Idruz, my breath misting in front of me in the early morning light. Osmark kept pace to my right, Abby to my left, the rest of the amassed Eldgard War Council fanning out around us in a semicircle. We were a few members short, since there was still a war on and we needed generals and officers to keep the train on the rails. All the heavy hitters were present and accounted for, though. A first since the invasion started. Surrounding us in an even wider ring were members of the Imperial Janissaries and Alliance shock troops, ready to dance if Thanatos had some sort of preemptive strike waiting in the wings. 

Marching ahead of our sprawling party were Vlad and Enzo, both looking particularly pleased with themselves. I had to admit, they had good reason to be pleased. 

Despite the logistical challenges and the personality differences—namely, Vlad and Enzo trying to eviscerate each other at every possible turn—the siege towers were done. All three of them. Two of the three had already been deployed, preparing for the inevitable raid against the Necropolis, but the crowning jewel was still here in the Siege Yard, waiting for our final inspection. And everyone wanted to get a sneak peek since these siege engines hadn’t come cheap. Aside from the labor and sheer man-hours, each tower had cost millions of dollars’ worth of gold, materials, and rare crafting ingredients. 

A lot of that money had come from Alliance and Imperial coffers—a fact that the Imperial senators were livid about, because of course they were—but the Dwarves of Stone Reach and the merchants of the Ankaran Trimerite had also ponied up a hefty sum.

“This, Jack, this is one you will pilot,” Vlad said as we finally came to a stop at the base of the enormous structure, “Vlad has christened it, Crimson Hammer.” He waved a gloved hand at an enormous red hammer painted across the front of the structure. The mark alone was the size of a billboard. No one would have any problem figuring out who was in this thing. 

“Holy bollocks of Banztantium,” Cutter said, gazing up, “that’s one helluva big siege tower.” 

“That’s what she said,” Abby mumbled beside me, though only half-heartedly. Her attention was locked on the tower. I understood the sentiment.

Even after giving the blueprints a once-over and seeing the work in progress, nothing could’ve remotely prepared me for the reality of the siege tower. Heck, even the term siege tower seemed woefully inadequate to describe the colossal titan I was staring at. It was the Godzilla of war machines. Back in my college days, I’d taken a history unit called the Early Middle Ages, 284–1000 AD, and there’d been a whole section on siege warfare. I’d seen pictures of early siege towers in my textbook, but this thing more closely resembled a Gundam than it did the images I’d seen splayed out on the text pages. 

Instead of cumbersome wheels, the tower perched atop a set of spindly mechanical legs that looked uncannily like the limbs of an enormous spider. They were a steampunk wonder of steel and iron, gears and rivets, pistons and brass tubing, cobbled together by every Artificer in Eldgard all working together around the clock for more than a week solid.

Enzo offered the slightest grin as he watched my jaw drop. “You see my base”—he waved at the mechanized spider legs with a slowly smoldering cigarette—“it is far superior to wheels. A masterpiece of engineering.”

Osmark crept up beside me. “Enzo is insufferable, but I told you the man is a genius. Hopefully your boy Vlad lives up to all the hype. Though if the exterior is any indication, I suspect we’ll have nothing to worry about.”

“The tower,” Enzo declared from ahead, giving voice to Osmark’s musings, “it is serviceable.” He frowned, shrugging noncommittally. “Perhaps even adequate.”

Vlad scoffed and idly reached for the crossbow strapped to his back. “Serviceable,” he muttered darkly. “Will show buffoon serviceable as soon as Thanatos is in ground.”

Despite Enzo’s dismissive and overt skepticism, the siege tower itself was a skosh beyond serviceable. 

Thirteen stories tall—not counting the added height from the base—it was covered in reinforced steel armor and positively littered with smaller siege weapons. So. Many. Weapons. 

Externally mounted platforms with ballistae and Arcane Shadow Cannons. Steel-shuttered windows with car-sized grappling hook cannons attached to wrist-thick lengths of chain, perfect for tearing away sections of the wall or allowing infiltrators to scuttle across to the battlements. A full contingent of steam-powered Gatling guns festooned a section of the tower that would be level with the top of the Necropolis’ outer wall. Ideal for cutting down frontline defenders manning the icy ramparts. Protruding from both sides of the tower were oversized mechanized arms—one capped by a sledgehammer the size of a tank, the other wielding a three-foot-thick metal shield as big as a freight train car. 

Perched on top of the tower, like the Eye of Sauron, was a circular golden orb covered in flowing silver script. I had no idea what it did, but man did I want to find out.  

“It is a wonder,” Ashur eil Akhiqar said from behind me. “We Ankarans believe in trade, art, and luxury—not war. Yet this...” He fluttered his wings, feathers bristling, and shook his head. “Bu guzel. It is incredible.”

“Etekleri zil caliyor,” one of the other Accipiter merchants teased, jostling Ashur with an elbow. 

“And so what if I am giddy, eh?” Ashur shot back. “It is a wonder to rival every building in Ankara. Unlike you, Mehmet, I was a craftsman long before I became a merchant and made my fortune. I can admire the skill here. From one craftsman to another,” he boomed to Vlad and Enzo, “I say elenize saglik. Health to your hands.”

“Spasibo,” Vlad replied, tipping his chin in acknowledgment. “Come, will give you all a tour of inside. That is where true artwork lies. Many features.” He paused, tilting his head to one side. “It is Vlad’s best work to date.” While he spoke, the spider legs hissed, steam spurting out from each of its eight appendages as it lowered itself to the ground. A rear loading hatch—large enough to accommodate even a creature Devil’s size—lurched upward like an oversized garage door. A metal ramp emerged, setting down gently on the muddy field. “So many features,” Vlad said stoically, though there was a smug smirk on his face.

“As the representatives of the Imperial taxpayers,” Senator Caius said dismissively, “we shall be the judge of that.” 

Man, that guy was the worst.

We marched up the ramp three abreast, our boots clanging loudly on the plated metal. 

The first-floor interior was a wide marshalling yard with ample overhead clearance, obviously meant to stage gear and divide units so they could deploy to the correct level of the tower. Signs were plastered all over the walls, and glowing arrows were painstakingly engraved on the floor, showing unit commanders where to go at a glance. Cannoneers to level three, siege operators to levels five, eight, and eleven. Aerial and archery units to level ten, foot and infiltrators to nine. Medic stations on all even floors. Engineers, Artificers, and crafters to the operating sectors on levels two and seven. 

On and on. 

The forethought and planning that had gone into this place was staggering.  

There were no stairs—Vlad informed us that they took up too much space—but there were hearty ladders everywhere, connecting to steel catwalks that ran overhead. Attached to those catwalks were ropes, pulleys, and cranks that could be used to hoist heavier siege weapons to the upper levels. There were makeshift service elevators, all powered by small steam motors—though each also had a hand crank in case power went down during the raid. Vlad was a firm believer in fail-safes and redundancy measures.

My Chief Weaponeer ushered us through the various decks, each more impressive than the last. 

The floors had all been custom built to serve their unique purpose, and a host of individual rooms, scribed with powerful ward runes, meant each section could be locked down in case the enemy somehow managed to breach the tower and get inside. The real wonder, however, was on level seven, right in the heart of the tower: the war room. A magically fortified diamond window—imported from Ankara, nearly indestructible, and incredibly pricey—looked out from the tower, giving the inhabitants of the war room an unobstructed view of the battlefield.

I’d expected a bridge similar to the setup Cutter had aboard the Hellreaver, but this place was far more USS Enterprise than Pirates of the Caribbean. Two oversized leather chairs, secured to the floor with heavy bolts, faced the window, and in front of each was a diamond-glass console studded with its own baseball-sized emeralds. Reclaimed Dungeon Cores, I knew from my time with Jo-Dan. There were no steampunk levers or manual toggle switches. Just the lifeless glass consoles. Positioned in the very center of the room was a third rig, more expansive than the other two. 

It came with its own control console but there was also a strange emerald helmet perched on the seat.  

“This room is my crowning jewel,” Vlad said proudly, shooting Enzo a withering glare. “Unlike awkward, unwieldly Artificer Goliaths, system is intuitive and works through player interface. Is very complicated but user friendly. Look.” He gestured to the chairs. “Two lieutenants sit here, da? One connects with engineering department on levels two and seven. Engineer can use Darkshard Ore to make instant repairs or upgrades to tower. Second chair is A-Gunner, governs backup weapon systems, deploys Keep Guardians.”

“Keep Guardians?” Osmark interjected. “How is that possible? Guardians are bound to cities and their respective Keeps. They have a very short geographic operating range outside of preset parameters.” 

“Is true,” Vlad said with a nod. He strutted forward and picked up the emerald helmet. “Guardians are powerful tools, but how to use them in Morsheim, Vlad wondered. Then, inspiration.” He grinned. “Make each siege tower its own independent, mobile Keep. This is Keep Stone.” He ran calloused fingers over the green helmet. “Allows pilot to control whole Siege Keep as though they were Primary Keep Guardian. Also connects to Seer Stone on top of the tower—gives wearer a panoramic view. Was very difficult to build. Steep learning curve.”

He walked over and handed me the helmet. 

“Please, Jack. Sit. Try for yourself.” 

“Well, surely he shouldn’t be the first to test it,” Senator Caius objected. “Not with all of us inside.” 

Yep, that was it. I was done putting up with his BS.

“Senator, this is my rig,” I said coolly, “and if you don’t want to be here, I’m sure we can arrange for you to be escorted out. Maybe from the top level of the tower? You’ll be on the ground in seconds. Or you can shut your mouth.” 

“How dare you,” he growled, balling fat fists in a huff. 

I ignored him completely, slipping the helmet on over my head as I took a seat in the command chair. There were no eyeholes, and for a second everything was unobstructed darkness. But then the whole world lit up like a bonfire—everything coated with the subtlest tint of green. The view caught me off guard and took my breath away. I was no longer sitting in the command center chair. Instead, I had a brilliant, unobstructed view of the Siege Yard and all of Morsheim from the top of the tower. 

I was actually seeing through the enormous Seer Stone.

<<<>>>

Enable Crimson Hammer Siege Keep Interface Link? Yes/No

<<<>>>

I accepted. For a beat nothing happened, but when I turned my head to look for Vlad, the whole world rumbled around me.  

“You are tower, Jack,” Vlad said, his voice perfectly clear in my head. “What you do, we all do.” 

“What’s that now?” I asked, feeling a little thunderstruck. I was the tower? 

Hesitantly, I stood up.

My physical body refused to move an inch—I was locked into the chair. But the tower noted my intention and stood in my place, the mechanical legs straining as we rose higher and higher and higher into the air, eventually reaching the tower’s zenith, some hundred and fifty feet above the ground. Along the bottom of my vision, communications icons and status reports for various areas of the siege tower populated: basically, a series of mini Health bars, which told me how our systems were faring. Along the peripheries of my vision were a variety of weapon and spell icons. 

The whole interface reminded me of the old hotkey slot system some of my favorite RPGs had employed. All of the system icons were currently red, and when I tried to select them nothing happened. 

“Weapons aren’t armed yet,” Vlad said, his voice coming from nowhere and everywhere. “Siege items are on board, but crews will still need to load and prep for fire. But you and your A-Gunner will have complete control of the main weapon systems. This vehicle is an extension of yourself.” 

“What about the spell slots?” I asked. “At least, I assume that’s what those are.”

“Da,” Vlad replied. “We have special platforms for spellcasters with runic circles that will amplify their spell effects. You will have command of all of them.”

I raised my right arm and gasped as the enormous hammer-limb I’d seen on the outside responded. My left controlled the shield arm. Oh my God. I had my own medieval mech. This was might’ve been the single coolest thing I’d seen since coming to V.G.O.—and I’d ridden on the back of a jumbo-jet-sized dragon and become the living incarnation of a deity. I’d asked Vlad to do the impossible, and he’d exceeded my expectations in every conceivable way. 

With a grin, I removed the helmet. 

<<<>>>

Crimson Hammer Siege Keep Interface Link Disabled.

<<<>>>

I skimmed over the message and stood. Without the helmet in place, the tower froze. “What happens if I take this thing off in battle?” I asked, eyeing the helmet, turning it over in my hands before gently, almost reverently, setting it on the seat. 

“A-Gunner automatically assumes bridge,” Vlad replied confidently. “Secondary interface console is not so expansive but will do job in a pinch. If A-Gunner goes offline, engineer takes command. Should engineer abdicate, tower will become temporarily immobile. Various weapon systems will revert to manual—all control return to siege crews. Is not a problem.”

“And if I understand correctly,” Osmark said, a thoughtful expression on his face, “there are two more of these.” He stuck two fingers into the air.

“Oui,” Enzo said, ashing his cigarette, which had burned almost down to a nub. “The Crimson Hammer will be piloted by Jack and his own hand-picked crew. Another, the Imperial Blade, is en route for Oxrus.”

“Third, the Phoenix, is bound for Einnheimr,” Vlad finished before Enzo could steal all his thunder. “Rigs will be in place within a few hours.”

“We are just waiting for the final order to load,” Enzo said, giving Osmark a sidelong glance. “Then, we can attack at will.” 

“Excellent work, the two of you,” Osmark crowed, more excited and alive than I’d seen him in ages. “I’ve seen some impressive feats of engineering in my days, but this certainly takes the cake—especially considering the time frame you had to work in. Now,” he said, facing the War Council, “are there any questions for our noble engineers?”

“Yes, I have one,” Caius said, still grumpy from getting burned a few minutes before. “We’re assuming Lord Grim Jack should pilot this machine, but isn’t that the type of thing the Council should have a say in? And furthermore, who will operate the other two machines? There is a significant investment of Imperial resources, after all, and it would be irresponsible for us not to properly vet whoever it is we are entrusting these weapons of war to.” 

“Exactly what I need to speak with Jack about,” Osmark replied primly, folding his hands. “Now if that will be all, Enzo, please escort our guests out and see them safely back to the camp’s Mystica Ordo. Thank you for your time, ladies and gentlemen. Final rallying orders will be dispatched shortly.” 

“If this has to do with the invasion plan, I think we have a right to stay,” Caius said, pouting. 

“That’s it, ya Imperial wanker!” Captain Raginolf boomed, marching across the floor and grabbing the senator by the ear. Impressive, considering their relative height differences. “Ah’ve had as much of your disrespectful, insubordinate tongue as Ah can handle! Out with ya!” He lurched into motion, dragging the whining senator from the room like a misbehaving toddler. “We’ll see ya on the battlefield, Grim Jack,” he called over his shoulder. “Time to spill some blood, eh!” He peeled off along with his two lieutenants, leaving the command room behind.
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THE REST OF THE WAR Council departed in a much more dignified fashion after a muttered round of goodbyes. Only a handful of Council members lingered behind: Sandra and Jay on the Imperial side, and Abby, Cutter, Amara, Otto, Vlad, and Anton from the Alliance. I folded my arms and took a moment to absorb everything as the click-clack of departing bootheels faded. The enormous war room felt oddly empty with only the ten of us inside.

“Good riddance,” Osmark said dryly, once the room was emptied of outsiders. “Honestly, if there’s one thing I’m looking forward to when this is all said and done, it’s that I’ll likely never see that bunch again.”

“Agreed,” Sandra said, pinching the bridge of her nose in annoyance. “I swear if I hear Caius open his mouth one more time—just one—I’m going to have him waterboarded. I know at least a few spec ops guys who made the transition that could do it without batting an eyelid.”

Jay rolled his eyes. “Yeah, good luck with that,” he said. “We’re never gonna get rid of that turdbag. Dude’s gonna be crawling all over our asses for the next fifty years—especially after all the money we spent on these things,” he said, glancing up at the arched ceiling, then turning his flat gaze on the diamond-glass window. “Him and the whole Imperial Senate.”

“Good thing I don’t care at all about what the Senate thinks,” Osmark replied with a chipper grin. “Besides, if everything works out according to plan, Caius will be someone else’s problem before much longer. Or, perhaps, Thanatos will just have mercy on us all and kill him. And speaking of death by Overmind, it’s time we go over the final arrangements before we launch,” he continued, turning toward me and Abby, standing hand in hand. His lips quirked into a slight smile as his eyes skipped over the diamond hugging Abby’s ring finger. He shot me a quick wink—so fast I almost could’ve imagined it—then forged on without mentioning a thing. 

“So, this is it, then,” he said. “The eve of battle. I have to admit, I wasn’t sure we’d make it this far, but here we are.” He spread his hands. “And I’d even say there’s a fair to even money chance we’ll take the Necropolis. These siege weapons are certainly more impressive than I’d imagined, which, incidentally, brings us to the first logistical question on the agenda. Who is going to pilot them? Obviously, Jack will be in this rig, and I plan to helm the Imperial Blade, but that still leaves us with a third rig. Any suggestions?”

“Abby or Sandra?” I replied, eyeing both women in turn. Either would be more than capable, and though I didn’t particularly like Sandra, I knew I could trust her implicitly to accomplish any mission Osmark gave her. She was ruthless and dangerous, but at the moment she was also on our side.

“Unfortunately no,” Sandra said bluntly. “I plan on shadowing Osmark during the mission. We’re too close to the endgame now, and we can’t afford for something to go wrong. Not after everything else we’ve gone through to get here.”

“She’ll be my acting A-Gunner,” Osmark elaborated, “and I plan to bring Enzo on as my engineer. Jay”—he waved at the Blood Monk—“is going to be my floor commander and raid leader once we breach the walls. I was assuming you would have Abby close by,” he said after a drawn-out beat, “but if you won’t be utilizing her as an A-Gunner, I’m certainly open to her being the third pilot.” 

Sandra sniffed and glared at Abby, disapproval in every line of her body. “Well, I suppose if there is literally no one else,” she said, tone cool and clipped, “then the Firebrand could work. She certainly has a knack for getting in the way. Maybe this time that will actually work in our favor.”

“Bitch,” Abby muttered softly under her breath. 

“Now is not the time or the place to air old grievances,” Osmark said, sharing a look with both Sandra and Abby. “Besides, I think if Jack and I can put aside our differences to work for a common cause, you and Ms. Hollander can do the same, Sandra.” 

“Of course, Robert,” she replied, straightening her back and casually adjusting her snug-fitting leather jacket. 

“So, Jack?” Osmark said, pinning me in place with his unwavering attention. I could almost hear the unspoken accusation echoing beneath his question. Are you sure this is for the best? This will be dangerous. There’s still time to push her away. It’s the safest thing to do for her.  “What will it be?” he asked.

Everyone was silent, looking at me. Including Abby. Did I want her close by? Of course I did. I wanted her safe. I envisioned holding hands with her as we watched our kids scamper and squeal on the sea of verdant grass. That was the future we were working for—and she had a right to fight for it just as much as I did. Besides, there was also no one else I trusted more with a mission like this. She’d proven herself a thousand times over. She’d earned a spot on that third rig, and I couldn’t take that away from her.

“This isn’t my call. Abby, it’s up to you,” I said. “You interested? The Phoenix sounds like it was custom made for you anyway.” 

“Am I interested in driving around a medieval Voltron?” She replied with a smile, nearly bouncing on her toes. “There has never been a stupider question on the planet.” She faltered, her smile slipping just a hair. “But only if you’ll be my A-Gunner, Otto,” she said to the Risi warrior, who stood quiet and somber, hands folded behind his back. “We’ve come a long way, you and me. And if I’m running a mission like this, I need you at my back.” 

The Risi didn’t even hesitate. Not for a second. “It would be the honor of a lifetime,” he said, bowing his head. “And I suggest we bring on Captain Raginolf as our third. He has proven himself to be a peerless warrior and, as with most Dwarves, a natural engineer. He would be a good fit.”

“How touching,” Sandra said, though she actually sounded like she had just thrown up in her mouth a little. “But perhaps we can move things along, since we still need to discuss Skálaholt and our time is running short.”

“Rude, but not wrong,” Osmark said, pulling out a gray metal sphere similar to the ones I’d seen him use against the temple guardian. This one he tossed into the air, and instead of thudding to the ground like a stone, a gentle whir filled the room as the ball hovered, perfectly still. A host of blue lights encircled the sphere and a holographic pop-up appeared above the orb, showing off a rough view of Thanatos’ inner city. “I’ve established communications with our contact on the inside. Dr. Jeff Berkowitz.” The image flickered, revealing a tall man, broad across the shoulders, in raven-black plate mail. His face was uncovered, revealing a full red beard and a mop of hair pulled up in a ponytail.  

Abby sputtered and nearly choked. “No way. Jeff Berkowitz? You can’t be serious.”

“You know him?” I asked. 

“Yeah. Everyone at Os-Tech knew about him. Guy helped engineer the deep dive system—oh, and also he went insane and probably murdered Alan Campbell.”

“Jeff was not responsible for Alan’s death,” Sandra snapped. “Alan was too smart for his own good, refused to listen to directions or respect company policy, and was fully culpable for his own actions. None of that was on Jeff. Not directly.”

“As for Dr. Berkowitz’s mental health issues,” Osmark said, “those are tied almost entirely to Thanatos. Aside from Alan, Berkowitz spent a record number of hours inside of V.G.O. during the early Alpha test phase. That was well before we knew many of the physiological issues of long-term use and exposure. Admittedly, he had some personal issues even before that, but those issues were only exacerbated by exposure to Thanatos and the repeated in-game deaths he suffered during the test phase.” 

“And that’s the sod you want us to trust?” Cutter said. “I make it my business to deal with disreputable people, and even I don’t like the sound of this.” 

“It is true,” Amara said. “They can’t be trusted. The only good Darkling is a dead Darkling, and I would not see this mission hinge on the help of one who has turned his back on his own humanity.”

“Eh. He’s not such a bad guy,” Jay said with a casual shrug. “I worked the underground fighting circuit for a while. This was before I hooked up with Mr. Osmark. I ran across Jeff a few times. He’s a little unbalanced, but no more so than any of the people in this room. Seems to me, anyone who is willing to cross Thanatos directly has to be a little screwed up in the head.” 

“I would also like to point out that we have no other choice,” Osmark said, “which certainly simplifies things. The location of the shield generator isn’t common knowledge, but he can get us where we need to be. And he does have incentive. Thanatos cost him everything, including his family, who are now here in V.G.O. They live in New Viridia, and Berkowitz would very much like to make amends with them. This is his chance to do so. To fix things.” Osmark looked me in the eye then glanced to the ring on Abby’s finger. “I’m sure that’s something we can all understand—the desire for a second chance. And since this is literally the only way, it’s just a gamble we’ll have to take.”

“So, if there are no further objections?” Sandra asked, a scowl painted across her face that said she might just decapitate anyone who said anything else.

“Excellent,” Osmark finished without a second thought. “Now, is our Hexblade count still at five?” 

Anton coughed into his hand and edged forward. “Uh, yes,” he said, tone clipped as always. He pulled a brown leather bag from his inventory and cautiously plucked out one of the dark blades. “That’s correct. I was hoping we might stumble across more here in Morsheim, but no one has turned up another. So, five is the max number for our away party, I’m afraid.”

Osmark drummed his fingers along the grip of his repeater, face pinched as he thought. “Five,” he mumbled. “Sandra and I will be going. Jack and Abby make an obvious third and fourth. I assume the thief will be accompanying us as well?”

Amara pulled free a curved knife the length of her forearm and idly began picking at her nails—a habit she’d picked up from Cutter. “If you mean my husband,” she said slowly, evenly, “Spymaster of the Crimson Alliance, Gentleman of Rowanheath, and First Prince of the Ak-Hani Clan, then yes, he will be going. It will be an honor to his name and our clan.”

“Good,” Osmark said, ignoring her threat. “It wouldn’t be the same without him, and his skills will be invaluable, no doubt. Still... Five. I was hoping for a proper tank or a cleric in the mix. It’ll be tough with just five. Though, I suppose with Jeff’s help, it’ll be manageable. As a Morta Knight, he can pull for us if need be. It’ll have to do.”

“We’ll be fine,” I said, waving away Osmark’s concern. “We just need to get in and take down the shield generator. One mission. Quick and easy. If the Lorekeepers come through, then that should draw most of the Darklings into the outer Necropolis. Which means we’ll just need to get past whatever skeleton crew remains in the inner city. I’m sure there will be a few guards protecting the shield generator, but nothing five of us can’t handle. We take them down, cut the barrier, and then our army comes pouring in. It won’t be easy, but it should be simple.”

“I wish I had your naïve optimism,” Osmark replied. With a flick of his hand, he banished the image of Jeff and once more brought up the aerial view of Skálaholt. “Jeff hasn’t exactly been a fount of information, but he’s given us a few tidbits to work with, and this is going to be harder than any of you seem to realize. After using the Hexblades, each of us will respawn at a random location somewhere within the city boundaries, but where exactly is impossible to say in advance. For all we know, any one of us could end up respawning in a prison camp or in the middle of a Darkling stronghold. We also won’t be together, so working out a rendezvous location will be tricky. 

“And then there’s the issue of the transformation. Apparently becoming a Spectral Revenant has a number of unfortunate drawbacks that could make our time in Skálaholt exponentially more difficult. What exactly the effects are, I can’t say—because I don’t know—but I think it would be wise to assume none of us will be operating at full capacity. In theory, Jack could use the Reality Editor to open a doorway to Eldgard—effectively returning him to the land of the living—which should undo the effects, but that will be of little solace to the rest of us. Plus, we’ll need the disguises to pass among the Darklings anyway.”

“Don’t know if you’ve heard,” Cutter said, “but improvisation is our specialty.” 

“He’s right,” I said. “Let’s just worry about taking the outer city first. One thing at a time.” 

“For once, I agree,” Sandra said, grim faced. “Now, the blades please.” She extended an expectant hand.

“Of course.” Anton cleared his throat as he unlaced the cloth bag holding the daggers, and he passed them out to each party member in turn. Once they were gone, he stowed the bag and scrubbed his hands across his finely stitched robes, face twisted in disgust.

“Very good,” Osmark said, holding up his own blade, studying it with a steady gaze. “Then all that’s left to do is invade.” He twirled the dagger and stowed it. With a snap of spidery fingers, the floating orb retuned to him, the holographic display vanishing in a blink. “Unless anyone else has anything to discuss, we should be going. Tomorrow is going to be a very busy day, and we still have a fair number of plans to make. The portal, if you would, Jay?” 

The Blood Monk grunted and pulled out a one-off scroll, popping the ribbon with a thumb, conjuring a shimmering doorway that peered into a sophisticated room with polished wood walls, brass gas lamp fixtures, and a hulking desk covered with a massive map of Morsheim. The map was littered with figurines showing troop dispersion and potential attack points. Osmark’s office, at a guess. 

The Monk cast a glance at us over one shoulder. “Good luck, losers,” he said, giving us a quick wave before leaping through the portal, hands glowing a vibrant gold. The man landed in a crouch and spun like a top, scanning every inch of the room for potential threats. After a moment, he stood and waved his boss through. 

“Until tomorrow,” Osmark said with a tip of his gaudy top hat. He and Sandra stepped through, the opalescent door snapping shut behind them, leaving a purple haze hanging in the air for a moment before finally dissipating. 

Vlad shuffled forward as the Imperials vanished. He’d been silent through the meeting, but now he looked positively excited. “A moment, Jack. Was hoping to talk about Operation Black—”

“Sorry, mate,” Cutter said, slapping a hand against my shoulder. “Need to borrow him for a second.”

“Nyet,” Vlad snarled, a beefy wrench appearing in his hand in a flash. “Ty shutish, shto li? Eta tak razdrazhayet.” He took a threatening step forward, brandishing the wrench. “No more interruptions!” 

“Right, well then,” Cutter said, slowly backing away, hands raised. “I suppose it can bloody well wait after all. He’s all yours, Vladdie.” 

Vlad grunted, giving the thief a powerful stink eye before finally stowing the wrench. “Always with the interruptions, that one.” He reached into his inventory and pulled out a long staff crafted of dull black wood and etched with a series of silver runes along the shaft. The Arcane Dampener. I took it, tracing my fingers along the engravings, shuddering from the unnatural chill seeping into my hands. This thing radiated potent magic, or rather seemed hungry for it. A dark void. 

<<<>>>

Arcane Dampener (Faction Bound)

Weapon Type: Blunt; Staff (Modified)

Class: Constructed Artifact, Two-handed

Base Damage: 37 (Modified)  

Primary Effects: 

	25 points Arcane damage + (.25 x character level)

	+8% damage to all Blunt Weapon attacks

	Intelligence Bonus = .25 x character level

	Spirit Bonus = .5 x character level

	Increase Spirit regeneration by 5.5 Spirit/sec


Secondary Effects:

	Absorb 250 points of Arcane damage on contact

	(1) per day, per (4) character levels, activate Nullify on weapon contact

	(1) per day, per (10) character levels, activate Arcane Dampener Dome.  	Range, 150 meters.

	Duration, 30 minutes. 




To every force, there is an equal and opposite force—light has its dark, the raging inferno has its rampaging blizzard. Magic, it seems, is no exception to this rule...

<<<>>>

“Is done,” Vlad said softly. “Was not sure Vlad would be able to replicate, especially not while trying to finish the siege towers. But”—he hooked his thumbs into his trousers and shrugged—“Vlad is man of honor. Achieving range and duration Jack wanted was... Tricky. Very tricky. Vlad blew up first version on accident. But, is done.”

Hopefully I wouldn’t need to use the Dampener in Morsheim, but it was nice to know I had it, just in case. I stowed the staff, already feeling a hundred times better about our chances.

“Also, Vlad made you something else,” Vlad said. “Everyone knows Grim Jack Shadowstrider, da? You have been flying around with a spotlight on you for weeks. So Vlad made new armor from creature you killed. Should be even better than old armor, and no one will know is you. Consider it early wedding present,” he finished, tapping knowingly at the side of his nose. “Is very good design.” 

With quick hands, he pulled out a jet-black, multi-plated leather cuirass covered in finely tooled purple runes, intricate scrollwork, and silver rivets. Pauldrons, dyed purple and black, descended from the shoulders. Plated thigh tassets, crafted from the same purple and black leather, trailed from the bottom. Once again, Vlad had outdone himself. Although the base itself was leather, offering excellent flexibility, he’d incorporated the black iron plates from the Gatehouse Horror into the design, creating a suit of armor that would rival any plate mail I’d ever seen.

<<<>>>

Umbra Horror’s Bane

Armor Type: Medium; Modified Leather

Class: Engineered Wonder

Base Defense: 232

Primary Effects: 

	+25 to Constitution

	+25 to Dexterity 

	+17% Resistance to Piercing and Slashing damage

	Spirit Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)

	Intelligence Bonus = 2 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)

	Luck Bonus = .5 x Shadow-Spark Level (Current Level: 10)


Secondary Effects: 

	Iron Stance: +13% chance to resist Stunning Blow, Crippling Strike, and Crush Armor.

	Ironsides: 50% chance to nullify additional Backstab damage.

	Iron Aura: Increases effectiveness of all Aura spells/abilities by 10%. 

	Iron Resistance: +10% Resistance to all Elemental and Arcane-based damage; +5% additional Resistance to Cold.


The Gatehouse Horror was an unnatural creature, forged of Shadow, Iron, and Hatred. But any tool forged can be turned against its maker in the proper hands. 

<<<>>>

“You’re the best,” I said, stowing my current gear, pulling on the new gear, and taking a gander at my stats. 

<<<>>>

[image: image]

<<<>>>

I DISMISSED THE INTERFACE and yanked the grumpy Dawn Elf into a tight hug. “Seriously, the best.”

“Is nothing,” Vlad said, fighting free of the hug. “To thank me—no more hugs.”

A final pop-up appeared as I released the disgruntled and ruffled Engineer. 

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: The Path to Victory Part 5

After a long and arduous road, you are finally ready to bring the fight to Thanatos’ doorstep! As you found a secure location for the Vogthar caretakers and the unscripted younglings, the Lorekeepers have agreed to help you in your fight against the Dark Overmind. All that is left to do now is invade and take Thanatos’ capital in the name of Eldgard! 

Quest Class: Rare, Champion-Based

Quest Difficulty: Infernal

Success 1: Take the gatehouse and capture Idruz before Thanatos can muster a counterstrike from his capital.

Success 2: It’s possible the Vogthar are more than they seem; find a Vogthar Lorekeeper to get the answers you seek. They may just hold the key to toppling Thanatos.

Success 3: Save Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia within 28 minutes!

Success 4: Accompany Zendu, Lorekeeper of the Lost Heaven Caste, to the Temple of Forgotten Waters.

Success 5: Find a true safe haven for the Vogthar prisoners and younglings currently in your care to earn Zendu’s blessing and the aid of the Lorekeepers in your fight against Thanatos. 

Success 6: Invade the Necropolis, disable the shield generator powering the Arcane Necrotic Barrier surrounding Skálaholt, and take Thanatos’ capital in the name of Eldgard! 

Failure: Fail to complete any of the objectives.

Reward: ???????

<<<>>>

My final quest objective had just come, which meant it was high time to show Thanatos why he needed to be afraid. The Alliance was coming, and we were bringing Hell with us.
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Storm the Walls
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THE WORLD LURCHED AND swayed a hundred feet below as the desolate, frozen plains of Morsheim flashed by in a blur. Dead ahead, the looming wall of black ice encircling the Necropolis drew inexorably closer. The giant, mechanical legs of the siege tower tore up the ground at an incredible rate. Even after seeing the impressive siege towers in person, I’d half-expected them to be lumbering, slow-moving juggernauts. An aircraft carrier, built for the land instead of the high seas. But no. 

These things might’ve looked like carriers, but they moved like speedboats—nimble and quick.

Using the magically enhanced vision of the enormous Seer Stone perched atop the tower, I glanced left and right, watching as the other two towers—both miles away from my position—careened toward the wall at the same blazing speed. Though the basic design of those towers was the same as the Crimson Hammer, there were a few minor variations. For one, each was painted with its own insignia—Osmark’s had a thirty-foot cobalt griffin splashed across the front and Abby’s rig showcased a golden phoenix taking wing. 

Each also had its own unique weaponry. 

While my rig had an oversized hammer, Osmark’s had a retractable metal arm with a buzz saw the size of a carnival Ferris wheel. And Abby’s? Well, it really felt like the Phoenix had been made for her since her arm ended in a portable flamethrower large enough to make King Kong sit up and take notice. 

As I watched the towers scuttle across the tundra on their mechanical spider legs, I couldn’t help but think how oddly fitting it all was. The first city the Alliance had ever taken was Rowanheath, and we’d accomplished the impossible by using the spiderkin of Hellweb Hollow to scale the indomitable walls. Hopefully, this would be the last city I’d ever have to take, and we were going to do it using spiders. Titanic spiders, crafted by the most devious minds mankind had to offer. There was a certain symmetry to it, a kind of poetic justice I could appreciate.

I felt simultaneously sick and excited, knowing we were balanced on the edge of a cliff. This was it. The final push against the Necropolis. If everything went according to plan and fell neatly into place, the outer city—meant to withstand an enemy siege of years—would fall within a handful of hours, and the inner city of Skálaholt would topple in short order. The parallels with Rowanheath were, once again, obvious. Symmetrical. But that was only if everything went according to plan. If it didn’t—if we’d overlooked something or if Thanatos had some nasty trick tucked away up his sleeve—everything could fall apart around us. 

Thousands would die, most to never respawn.

Thanatos would finish his work, undermining Cernunnos, corrupting the rest of the dungeons of Eldgard, and becoming too powerful to stop.

Both Travelers and Citizens would fall next, either conceding to eternal rule under Thanatos’ thumb or choosing death over subjugation. 

So, no pressure to get this right. 

“Engage Command Center view,” I muttered under my breath. “Switch to A-Gunner control.” 

In a blink, the world shrank in scope, and I was back inside the war room, staring out of the indestructible diamond-glass window. 

Vlad sat in the seat to my left—my engineering lieutenant—while Cutter filled the A-Gunner seat to the right, hyper-focused now that he was behind the wheel. When I’d asked him to have my back, he’d balked at first, insisting he was more useful on the deck of the Hellreaver. Eventually, though, I’d browbeat him into reluctant submission. Like Abby and Otto, Cutter and I had been together since the beginning. He was my starter NPC companion, and he’d also become my closest friend in the time we’d spent together. If anyone was going to help me win this thing, it had to be him. 

A pair of Alliance guards—trusted members who could follow orders and would die before giving an inch of ground to the enemy—milled around, keeping an eye on the rest of our rather unorthodox guests.

Lorekeepers. Six of them. 

These were all of the Vogthar Lorekeepers that remained—save for Lorekeeper Oakfen of the Narrow Waters Caste, who’d been chosen to accompany the Vogthar refugees to their new encampment in the Avilynn Wood. 

The Lorekeepers all wore flowing robes and prayer beads like Zendu, but despite those similarities, they were all quite different from each other. Some young and spry, others old and bent. Three men, three women. All had the dusky gray skin of the Vogthar, but the horn types varied wildly. Ram, bull, antelope—even one with elk horns. Together, they sat in a loose circle, their legs crossed, their hands resting on upturned knees. Only Zendu stood, hands folded on top of his conjured cane, his face solemn and sad as he peered at the approaching city. 

“Is it time then, Grim Jack?” he asked, never taking his eyes from the walls.

“Almost,” I replied evenly. “We’re going to launch the initial attack before you start the ritual. We want to draw the Vogthar out and make Thanatos and the rest of the Darklings think everything is business as usual before we bring the hammer down, so to speak. Hopefully that will buy us a few extra minutes to establish a foothold. Just be ready to begin the ritual on my signal.”

“It will be so.” He offered me a slight smile filled with too many teeth. “And for what it’s worth, Grim Jack Shadowstrider, it has been an honor meeting you. Should we not see each other again this side of the River of Oblivion, know that my people owe you a tremendous debt.” He turned away, dismissing his cane, and lowered himself, taking his spot in the circle. “Prepare to sing the old songs, Lorekeepers.”

I had no idea what in the heck that meant, but at this point it didn’t matter—not so long as Zendu could deliver and incapacitate the Necropolis’ numerous defenders. 

“Jack,” Cutter called over the comms. “We’re a hundred meters out, mate. Time to get your head in the game.”

“On it,” I replied, settling myself and resuming control of the mech with a thought. “Eagle view,” I said, my perspective immediately shifting back to the Seer Stone on top of the tower. This was the closest I’d ever been to the Necropolis walls, and they were even more impressive up close. At full height, the siege tower was a hundred and fifty feet tall, and we cleared the lip of the wall by less than thirty feet. From here, I could also see those walls were easily fifty feet thick—no possible way to smash our way through ’em. 

The only way we were taking these fortifications was through sheer attrition. Boots on the ground, swords in hand. 

Though that wasn’t going to be particularly easy since the walls were seething with Vogthar warriors of all shapes and types: Heavy-armored Eloyte Knights, robed Warmages and Blood Totemists, Tainted Rangers, and wolf-like Frost Hounds. Not to mention siege engines for days. Hell, the walls were even large enough to hold an assortment of prowling Ragna Wolves and deadly Vogthar Cyclopes, twenty feet tall.

It was going to be a battle all right, but we’d come ready for a fight. 

War drums boomed around us, the sound reverberating in the air. 

Trying to coordinate a full-scale assault using Regional messages only was next to impossible, so instead, contingents of War-drummers manned each of our rigs, the beats letting aerial and mounted cavalry know what to do and when. Far more effective in the long run. At the sound of the drums, the sky darkened overhead and gray clouds rushed in, arcs of blue lightning flashing above. A hundred Eldingar—elite Hydromancer specialists—worked in tandem across the three towers, summoning deadly winds, hailstones, and devastating lightning storms at will. 

Searing blue-white bolts streaked down, slamming into the assembled defenders with pitiless cruelty, blackening bodies and throwing Vogs from the walls. Twenty-pound hailstones followed, bludgeoning those unlucky enough to be below, breaking bones and snapping necks. 

Meanwhile, the skies above us teemed with squadrons of Accipiter and platoons of mounted aerial units, including the Ilahi Bardic Symphony—a company of Accipiters who usually played their angelic music for visiting kings and lesser nobles who ventured out to the Barren Sands. Their normal stomping ground was the Gorkemli Concert Hall in Ankara, but now they led five hundred bards from all across Eldgard, blasting an epic, rolling version of Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries.” 

Osmark had insisted on the score. 

I couldn’t see them, but I knew the Rebel Scum were up their somewhere, strumming along with their bastardized electric guitars, fighting for us in the only way they could. 

“Releasing the Keep Guardians,” Cutter called out. 

Mechanical hatches sprang open along the eighth level of the Keep, and stone dragons, each designed to look like a smaller, sleeker version of Devil, roared their way from the tower, banking, rolling, and scrambling like a flock of sparrows taking flight. Leading the aerial charge was Devil himself, my trio of Void Ape minions surrounding him like an honor guard. 

Do your worst, guys, I sent to all four. Take no prisoners. Focus on siege equipment and casters. Show them why they should be afraid of the shadows. 

Devil chuckled in the back of my head, the sound gruff and terrifying. These Vogthar may not know fear, but perhaps we will teach them yet. He threw back his head and issued a thunderous roar, purple fire scorching the heavens. He cut the flow off and dove for the walls, Nikko, Mighty Joe, and Kong diving along with him like fighter jets. 

From my left and right, the other towers unloaded their own guardians. 

Osmark’s had taken the form of eagle-headed griffins—no surprise there—while Abby’s were enormous stone birds with cruel beaks and deadly talons.

Hordes of Vogthar aerial troops rose from the Necropolis rooftops, filling the skyline like a swarm of flies circling over a fresh corpse. Abami made up the bulk of their force, but there were also hulking Vog Drakes, Vogthar riding on winged Corpse Shirkers, ghostly Oni drifting on some unseen breeze, and deathly Plague Specters, ravenous for warm flesh. 

The air was thick with flapping wings and inhuman bodies as the two sides came together, claws flashing, teeth ripping, weapons laying open bloody wounds or hacking away limbs. Accipiter Skyraiders in their light blue and gray armor circled overhead, raining down arrow fire or casting crippling wind-based spells designed to disrupt air currents and send opponents spiraling toward the ground. The Dwarven Iron Horses, sitting on their armor-covered Pegasuses, used heavy-duty repeating crossbows to hobble wings, but already our side was taking casualties. 

Hopefully, I could fix that. 

“Weapons display.” The screen populated with siege and spell icons while a throng of red homing reticles appeared before me, locking onto the slower-moving Vogthar forces. Time to see what this baby could really do. Fingers flying across the crystal display board in front of me, I selected targets and cued a bevy of deadly weapons. The tower shook and jittered as Arcane Shadow Cannons thundered on decks five, eight, and eleven. Fifteen balls of pulsing purple-black light erupted, obliterating targets on contact, leaving behind nothing more than curling puffs of smoke and a flurry of ash. 

A grin stretched across my lips. Badass. There was no time to celebrate, though. 

All along the face of the Necropolis’ black wall, doors lurched opened, revealing rune-inscribed cannon muzzles and deadly ballistae manned by more of the Vogthar—these scuttling inside the walls themselves like ants. Jade light flashed, accompanied by a cacophony of noise as the enemy siege weapons engaged at less than twenty feet out. Moving in a blaze, I brought the enormous shield swinging around, slamming it into place just in time to absorb the majority of the cannon blasts, though the hits still rocked us bad. Metal groaned, and steam hissed as the status gauges along the bottom of my vision lit up like Christmas lights. 

We were losing pressure in one of the boiler rooms on level two, there was a sizeable breach in the steel plating on level eight, and the rotator cuff for the mechanical Warhammer arm was damaged.

“Is no problem!” Vlad yelled over the comms. “Well. Little problem. Will fix now! Though, maybe don’t get shot?”

“This isn’t as easy as it looks, Vlad,” I yelled back, using the aiming reticles to lock in on my next round of targets. Then, to Cutter, “I’ve got the ramparts, you focus on the walls!”

Without waiting for a reply, I triggered the ten hwach’a lining level eleven. The hwach’a were weapons of Chinese origin, which Xiu had helped us design for the siege on Ravenkirk. Each contraption was mounted on a firing platform attached to the tower’s exterior. They looked a bit like an oversized crossbow, but instead of firing a single arrow, the hwach’a launched two hundred specialty arrows, called singijeon, in one fell swoop. Each projectile was tipped with a black onyx arrowhead liberally covered in deadly Murk Elf poison. At the butt end of each arrow, near the fletching, was a small pouch filled with explosive powder.

As I flicked the firing switch, those pouches burst and all two hundred shafts screamed through the air, propelled like a fleet of mini-rockets toward the Vogthar lining the wall. And with ten hwach’a in play, that was a full two thousand shafts unleashed in the span of an eyeblink. Even better, because of the ingenious design of the launching pads, the weapons would be ready to fire again in under thirty seconds. 

Vogthar fell by the score, many dead on the spot, others shrieking as they fought to pull arrows free and failed miserably. The arrow tips were wickedly barbed, and the poison coating the tips enflamed skin and muscle, making the arrows virtually impossible to remove without a trained medic. 

Meanwhile, Cutter opened up with our Javelin missiles, strafing the walls—targeting the enemy cannons that had already breached our hull once. Fifteen missiles landed mere seconds apart, and the resultant blast lit up the sky, heat and smoke billowing out in a plume as stone cracked and Vogthar burned. Instead of relenting, Cutter pressed, triggering our contingent of Arcane Shadow Cannons—finally off cooldown—cutting down the Vogthar ballistae and their crews. 

I still had twenty seconds on the hwach’a, but I had more antipersonnel weapons at my disposal and I intended to use them all. With a thought, I triggered a series of Gatling guns and golden-bored cannons chock-full of potent grapeshot. The guns boomed and the cannons roared, vomiting fire and hot lead, pulverizing any defender out in the open, and slaughtering the handful of Vog medics and clerics diligently trying to patch up the wounded. 

So far, things had gone far better than I ever could’ve expected. 

The Vogs were fighting back, sure, and their defensive positions were no joke, but they just didn’t have anything powerful enough to do long-term damage to the battle rig—

The ground rumbled and rattled beneath us, the walls groaning in protest.

I had no idea what in the world was happening, so I retreated fifty feet, pulling away as I ran through the tower diagnostics. 

“Bloody hell,” Cutter said, sounding more than a little awed. “I’d say we have Thanatos’ full attention now.”

He wasn’t wrong.

In front of us the wall lurched, rotating right and away from us like a giant wheel.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




The Ritual
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I WATCHED SLACK-JAWED at what I was witnessing. 

I’d seen reports mentioning that Thanatos could somehow “shift” the wall defenses, but hearing a report and seeing it in action firsthand were vastly different experiences. In a matter of seconds, the damaged section of wall with its mangled defenders was simply gone, whisked away. The injured Vogthar had been effortlessly swapped out with a whole new contingent of guards—fresh-faced, fully armed, and ready to rumble. Worse, a small army of oversized monsters was also waiting for us on the top of the wall with fangs bared and claws ready. 

Seven Ragna Wolves, a trio of Cyclopes, and five Vogthar Drakes built of char, ash, and burnt-out corpses.

The Cyclopes hefted enormous stones above their heads, each two or three tons, and hurled them at us with enough force to level a skyscraper.  

I brought the shield arm into place, knocking away several of the stones with a clang that shook the tower and reverberated up through the metal and into my teeth. There were still three more boulders incoming, so I smashed one of the spell slots, conjuring a half-dome of glowing blue light, thirty feet in diameter, which absorbed the blows. The stones bounced harmlessly away, dropping a hundred feet to the ground below.

“Zendu!” I yelled, gaze still fixed on the creatures preparing to strike. “I think you’d better start on the ritual!” 

“It will only help with the scripted Vogthar, not the other Horrors of Morsheim,” he replied, voice level and unperturbed despite the chaos. “Those, you will still have to contend against.” 

“I can live with that.” At least, I hope I can, I thought. “Whatever you’re going to do, now’s the time to do it!”

“It will be so, though it will take a few minutes to complete.” The soft rustle of robes floated to my ears as the Lorekeepers shifted and began to chant, their inhuman voices rising in sad, sweet harmony. The words were in the strange language of the Vogthar—or maybe it was even older than that, harkening back to the days of the Thar—but even though I couldn’t understand what they were saying, I could somehow feel it echoing in my soul. Images of windswept villages danced through my mind, followed in turn by flashes of Abby and of my life before V.G.O.

I wanted to lie down and weep.

“Gods, what the bloody hell are you doing?” Cutter shouted. “It’s like you’re shanking me right in the emotional kidney. I hate introspection!” 

There was no answer from Zendu, though, since the shaman was completely absorbed in his undulating song. 

I pushed away the vague memories, grounding myself in the present. There were thousands of people in this rig, I reminded myself, and all of them were depending on me.

Working fast, I targeted the Ragna Wolves and hulking Cyclopes with my antipersonnel weapons, triggering the Gatling guns, the hwach’a, and the grapeshot cannons all at once, hoping to lay the monsters out cold in a single, nasty hit. Poison-tipped singijeon darkened the sky, brass shell casings rained down like a waterfall, and cannons roared in defiant triumph, unloading steel slugs the size of quarters. Instead of retreating, the enormous creatures surged toward the barrage of ammunition, lifting arms and extending wings, sheltering the more vulnerable Vogs behind them. For a moment the action made no sense—why run headlong into a hail of gunfire?—but once the smoke dissipated, it was clear what they’d done and why. 

The antipersonnel ammo had proven deadly effective against the plain-Jane Vogs manning the walls, but against these behemoths, the arrows, rounds, and slugs merely bounced away, failing to penetrate thick hide and flabby bodies. 

I toggled over to the heavy siege weapons, launching a bevy of Arcane Shadow Bolts and Javelin missles, but the creatures proved to be uncannily quick. Ragna Wolves bounded away and Vog Drakes leapt from the ramparts, taking to the air on icy currents. All easily avoiding my attacks. I managed to catch one Cyclops in the chest with a Javelin missle; Vlad’s signature weapon exploded, a column of gold and orange light billowing up while rancid black gore splattered out, leaving little of the unfortunate Cyclops behind. A Shadow Bolt clipped another Cyclops in the leg, oblitering everything from the knee down.

The creature toppled like a felled tree, mewling as it went careening over the side of the wall, tree-trunk arms pinwheeling as it fell to its death. 

“Warhammer is back online,” Vlad yelled, “and full power on level two is restored.” 

Perfect. Maybe the Gatling guns wouldn’t do much good, but I’d killed enough Ragna Wolves to know that a big heavy hammer to the face would do the trick well enough. 

“Cutter, you’re on guns. Keep the Drakes on their toes, and lay down suppressive cover fire on the walls. I don’t want them to have enough breathing room to retaliate.”

“This is for making me work when I could be drunk!”

The weapons growled again, bullets pockmarking the walls and making the Vog defenders scramble for cover as I focused my attention on the Ragna Wolves, maneuvering into attack position.

Our siege weapons were deadly effective, but only at range. If those things cleared the gap and managed to get onto the tower itself, they could wreak some serious havoc. 

A shaggy-maned brown wolf—its eyes blazing red, its teeth black as ink—angled left, then leapt with fearless abandon, paws outstretched, claws as big as a scythe blades flashing in the witchy green light swirling above the Necropolis. I brought my right arm around in a blur, and the mechanized rig reacted to my intention. The oversized warhammer batted the creature from the air, smashing it into the side of the wall like a line drive. The weapon landed with enough force to cave in the wolf’s ribs and pulverize one of its legs. The life faded from its eyes as its spine snapped, and its HP bar hit zero. 

Another wolf lunged, this one a sleek gray, but I maneuvered my shield into place, rebuffing the creature and knocking it back toward the ramparts—alive and unhurt, but also unable to get a clear shot at my tower. 

I spun my torso, the tower swaying on its arachnoid limbs, and brought the warhammer down again, this time pancaking a black-furred wolf before it could get clear. Blood exploded out from the impact, spraying in an arc that coated every Vogthar in a ten-foot radius. I jerked my body right, dragging the hammer along the top of the wall, sideswiping any Vog too slow to get clear. I lifted my hand and twisted my wrist, spinning the warhammer so that the enormous spike on the opposite side of the weapon faced down. With a war cry, I raised my arm high and brought the weapon down with every inch of force I could muster. 

The spike slammed home with a screech, digging into the magic ice and unyielding stone... Except the stone did yield beneath the raw force of the gigantic hammer. Then, spike firmly lodged, I jerked my arm backward. Gears clanked, and the sound of the steam engine chugging along at double time echoed up from the secondary engineering deck. 

“Is too much strain, Jack!” Vlad called. 

Despite his words, I kept pulling, sweat breaking out across my forehead, my arm physically trembling from the effort. Smoke trickled to my nose, but then there was a sharp crack—the sound of a boulder breaking loose from the side of a mountain—and the hammer lurched toward us. A chunk of wall thirty feet wide ripped free, taking twenty Vogs down with it, along with a Ragna Wolf who couldn’t gain purchase as it fought against the inevitable pull of gravity. 

“Der’mo! Paren’, ty chto, rekhnulsya?” Vlad swore, frustration bruning in his voice. “Hammer is down! Again! Must be more careful, Jack!” 

“Got a little overenthusastic.” I had to yell to be heard over the Lorekeepers’ chanting, which was building in pitch and fervor, coming to a crescendo as power gathered in the air like a dam just on the verge of bursting. I tried to raise the hammer, but the mechanical arm dangled uselessly at my side, a red status gauge blinking at the bottom of my vision. “Get it up and running as quick as you can. I think things are going to get worse before they get better.”

Although we were faring okay at the moment, the other rigs weren’t doing nearly so well. 

Abby’s tower, three miles to the west, seemed to be mostly in fighting shape, her flamethrower extended, belching rivers of fire at the Vogs while javelins and Gatling guns bombarded the outer walls, pinning the Vog defenders behind the merlons and stranding them in stoney turrets. She’d sustained some serious damage, though. Her shield was scorched, claw marks crisscrossed the steel plating, and there were several ragged holes marring the tower itself. It almost looked like the Vogs had managed to board in places. 

Osmark was faring even worse in the Imperial Blade. 

Two of the beefy Ragna Wolves had managed to scamper onto his rig and were busy ripping siege weapons away with their ferocious teeth and mauling the operating crews trying to fight them off. A single Crystal Crab—its body built from snow, ice, and glittering glass—was wrapped around the spidery legs of Osmark’s tower, using its razor-sharp pinchers to sever the hydraulic pistons and fluid lines that powered the mechanical base. Stone Griffins circled the crab, desperately fighting to dislodge it, but the creature’s thick shell seemed impervious to their attacks.  

“Earth to Jack!” Cutter called. “Get your head in the bloody battle, eh! We’ve got incoming!”

I whipped my sights back to the wall ahead of us. 

Crap. The Ragna Wolves and their monstrous kin had only been a momentary distraction, meant to buy the Vogs a little time—and the gambit had worked. The Vogthar Drakes were rallying overhead, and they were coming in with some backup. Cruising in low was a full squadron of Abami, while high overhead, Corpulent Wreyven emerged from a sea of roiling, slow-moving green-gray clouds. Their enormous tentacles stretched tight beneath them, clutching the same drop pods they’d used against us in Yunnam. 

Those pods could do significant damage on impact, and if they hit, it was possible the Vogthar hidden away inside the chitinous shells would be able to board the tower. Bad news all around. 

At the same time, an army of Vogthar shamans swarmed out from conical-shaped turrets and rushed up winding staircases. I triggered the guns, but the Vogs were ready for my play. Flickering green shields burst to unnatural life, deflecting the rounds before they could spill corrupted blood. The shamans worked together in pockets, chanting in unison—just as Zendu and his fellow Lorekeepers were—to amplify their protective spells. More Vog shamans worked in the relative safety behind the shields, no doubt summoning offensive spells designed to topple even giants.

A round of ghostly green fireballs streaked across the gap, so I responded the only way I knew how: tapping our spellcasters again and summoning blue energy shields around us. A Spirit gauge popped up in the corner of my vision, draining fast as I burned through the collective power of fifty sorcerers in seconds. But the trick worked like a charm. The necrotic flames sizzled harmlessly against the conjured shield before guttering and dying. The Vog offensive casters rotated, moving to the back, while a new round of sorcerers shifted to the front—these decked out in robes the reddish color of old scabs. 

These newcomers dragged glass blades along forearms and down exposed chests, spilling black blood by the bucketful along the ramparts. 

A hailstorm of angry red fireballs filled the air, slipping through my summoned Spirit barricade like an assassin’s blade plunging into an unprotected back. They slammed into the exposed siege equipment, setting it alight with flames that couldn’t be quenched by water or even magic. 

I groaned. Vog Blood Mages. Damn.

Blood Mages were the worst, powering their dark spells with life magic. I hated going toe-to-toe with them because they fueled their magic with Health instead of Spirit. There were a lot of downsides to that, of course—they could, for example, accidentally burn away their life to ash—but their spells were impervious to magical defenses. No mystic barrier could stop their brand of magic, and it completely ignored conjured armor spells like my own Night Armor. Worse, once blood fire landed, it would burn and burn and burn until it either consumed organic matter or the countdown timer on the spell lapsed. 

So far, the siege weapons had performed like a dream, but I hadn’t had a chance to put the full spell system through its paces yet. There would never be a better time to try. Conventional siege weapons weren’t going to work against the Vog shamans and their protective spell shields, but there were other ways around that. True, I didn’t have blood magic on my side, but there were plenty of nasty surprises that would work just as well.

I turned my gaze to the display panel showcasing all the mass-effect spells I had at my disposal. Many of them were familiar, since this rig held over thirty Shadowmancers, their powers temporarily on loan to me. 

I had a lot of options, but I decided to go with what I knew. I trained a spell reticle on a group of Vogs clustered together, and I triggered an icon for an oldie but a goodie, Umbra Bog. Shadowy tendrils of black power erupted from the ramparts and broke free of the nearby defensive turrets, reaching for any Vog inside a seventy-foot radius. Instead of wrist-sized tendrils of power, however, tentacles as thick as telephone poles snaked skyward, wrapping around Vog shamans with the crushing force of pythons. They slowly squeezed the life from a handful of victims while hopelessly miring others in place. 

Wow. These amplification circles Vlad and our Arcane Scrivener, Betty, had come up with were no joke. 

Feeling a moment of adrenaline-fueled glee, I activated a skill icon for the Frostlock spell Sleet of Ice. Icicles three feet long and honed to a razor-sharp edge fell in a torrent, slicing through Ragna Wolf fur and impaling Vogthar shamans where they stood. Bodies fell by the fistful, but there were so many of them, and they just kept on coming, pouring out through the turrets, replacing the fallen shamans faster than I could slaughter them. I activated another round of Sleet of Ice, taking out more of the Vogs with icy spears, but it was a drop in the bucket—and the remaining Ragna Wolves were wounded, but still alive. 

“Zendu!” I screamed.

“We are almost there,” he groaned, his voice pained and weak. 

I stole a split second to toggle to the Command Center view. What were these jokers doing? 

The Lorekeepers still sat in their circle, legs crossed, backs straight, hands touching. A nimbus of creeping red light surrounded them like a halo, and the floor was slick with blood. So were they—drenched from head to toe in the gore. Creeping horror dawned as I watched blood leak from eyes and gush from mouths. Oh no. The ritual they were performing was blood magic... and with that much blood fueling it... I glanced at Zendu’s Health bar and noticed he was at less than six percent. I scanned each of the Lorekeepers in turn and saw the same thing. 

Not a one of them was above ten percent.

Zendu had said there was a steep price to pay to perform this ritual, but I’d never considered... well, that they were going to sacrifice themselves. That was why Zendu had said goodbye before starting. He’d known full well that we wouldn’t get another chance.

And he hadn’t told me so that I wouldn’t try to stop him. 

Sometimes, folks you care about are going to do things that are dangerous, stupid, noble, brave, my dad’s voice whispered in the back of my head. This is their choice. Best respect it. 

The voice was right. Zendu had known, and he’d committed to the ritual anyway. Besides, they were too far gone now, which meant the only thing I could do was ensure Zendu and the others had the time to finish their work so their sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain.

Gritting my teeth, I scanned my list of spells and activated the next big hitter in the lineup—this one from the Shadowmancer Playbook as well. Night Cyclone. I wasn’t sure what a runic amplifier would do to a spell like that, but I was eager to find out. As I hit the button, I felt Umbral magic swell in the air around me, a cloud of frigid shadow energy caressing my skin and clawing at my soul, igniting the handprint burned into my arm so long ago by a dying Maa-Tál shaman. 

Above the Necropolis wall, a series of portals ripped the air open, one right after another like dominos falling into place. Each jagged tear revealed the nightmare plane of purple skies and yellow hardpan, constantly being torn apart by raging Umbra tornados. There were so many portals it was hard to count, and each one unleashed its own cyclone on the unprepared Vogs. The Blood Mages packed together like frightened children while the shamans redoubled their efforts, throwing their power into the feeble magical shields standing guard over their lives. 

As thirty plus Night Cyclones descended en masse, those shields held up about as well as a kite in a thunderstorm. The howling winds raged at the defenses, battering them with blunt fists of air and jagged blasts of lightning until they shattered under the sheer elemental pressure. And once the barriers were gone, the shamans and mages never stood a chance. They were glass cannons protected by light robes and had all the constitution and strength of newbs stumbling into a starter zone for the first time. Vortexes snapped necks, twisted off limbs, and casually—almost cruelly—hurled them down, down, down to their deaths. 

Around me, the howling winds seemed to merge with the chanting of Zendu and the other Lorekeepers, transforming their ghostly, otherworldly song into something primal. Feral. A force of nature given voice to air its grievances for a short time.

Seconds crawled by, and when I couldn’t resist any longer, I shifted view back down into the war room. Zendu looked terrible. The blood had congealed, and the red light wreathing the other Lorekeepers pulsed in time to the beating of an unseen heart, siphoning off the little remaining Health from the casters until they looked like desiccated, withered corpses. 

The chant was at a fever pitch now, the words a rolling bass that resonated deep in my chest, the hairs on my arms standing at stiff attention. There was power here all right, and the Reality Editor felt it, too, buzzing to fitful life around my neck as though awakening after a long nap. Zendu threw his head back, bleating out a final undulating cry as he pulled his hands free from the circle, raised a glass-edged dagger, and drove it directly into his chest, hilt deep. Blue arcs of potent energy swept out from the tip of the blade, slamming into each member of the circle until crackling blue sparks danced and leapt in the red miasma surrounding the group of elders. 

“Remember!” Zendu cried, his body convulsing as the last drip of his HP vanished. 

The word exploded from his throat with the force of a bomb blast, and the red mist responded in kind, swelling outward in a concentric ring, blowing through me like a molten sandstorm. I squinted against the painful light, which washed out every color before finally fading away. Cutter and Vlad looked as shaken as I felt, and the pair of guards from the Malleus Libertas were all out cold—alive, from the look of their HP bars, but far from in pristine health. As for the Lorekeepers, they were slumped forward, smoke rising from their fried corpses.

Holy crap... Zendu had done it. 

For better or worse, he’d finished the grisly ritual. 

As I looked at his ruined body, I briefly wondered whether the price he’d paid was worth it. That wasn’t for me to say, I reminded myself. Zendu and the others had decided it was worth it, and that was all that mattered. 

The real question now was not whether it had been worth it, but whether or not it had worked.
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The Raiders
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THE WAR ROOM VANISHED, and once again I was a bird soaring high above the battlefield, the world laid out before me with unnerving clarity. Across the wall, for as far as I could see, the Vogthar troops and their magic-slinging shamans squealed and howled in a mix of pain and terror. The scripts running along their arms and snaking over bare shoulders fizzled and faded, leaving behind unmarred flesh, whole and healthy. Their HP didn’t drop—not as an effect of the ritual, at any rate—but still the Vogthar crumpled. 

They fell to their knees, clutching at their heads and clawing at their matte-black eyes. That, or they dropped to the deck and curled into the fetal position, knees tucked tight against bony chests.

Zendu and the others hadn’t cursed them, they’d healed them, temporarily washing away the corrosive, mind-numbing scripts that kept the terrible memories at bay and supplied the Vogs with dark purpose. But they couldn’t cope without Thanatos’ numbing power coursing through their veins. They were addicts enduring a withdrawal for the first time in more than five hundred years.  

The larger monstrosities that called Morsheim home still fought like banshees, but they were nothing against our battle rigs—not without the Vogthar shamans to work their magic and spam their deadly spells. 

Miles away, Abby was back on the offensive, charbroiling a towering Cyclops with one enormous mech arm, then casually swatting a Vog Drake from the air with her shield. Siege weapons fired in waves, mercilessly blasting the walls and peppering the few remaining overgrown monstrosities with Shadow Bolts from Arcane Shadow Cannons. 

Osmark and the crew of the Imperial Blade were also doing much better than the last time I’d seen them. The tech billionaire had freed himself from the Ragna Wolves scampering about his rig, and the Crystal Crab that had been so diligently trying to cripple the base was dead on the ground. Its body was crushed almost beyond recognition, twisted legs jutting up like enormous clawed fingers.  

With the Vogs temporarily down, we had an unprecedented window of opportunity to gain a foothold inside the Necropolis, but that window wouldn’t be open long. Thanatos was probably already mobilizing the Darklings tucked safely away inside the inner city of Skálaholt. We had five, maybe ten minutes, tops, before the traitorous players who’d turned their backs on humanity would be on us like a biblical plague of locust. Hopefully by the time that happened, we’d be fighting from a position of power. If we could control both the walls and a few strategic sections inside the outer Necropolis, the Darklings would never be able to rout us. 

After all, we’d have the high ground—and everyone knew the strategic advantage of the high ground. 

A brilliant flash of blue light tore across the sky, followed in short succession by a second streak of blue, a thin line of gold, and two crisscrossing lances of crimson fire. The preplanned launch signals.

It was now or never. 

“Prepare the grappling cannons,” I thundered over the siege tower’s PA system. “Raid teams, prepare to engage! Vogthar are down, but we won’t have long, so make it count.”

Protective panels flipped out across the face of the tower, revealing the formidable cannons I’d seen in the Siege Yard over a week ago. Cutter fired at will. Huge hooks, the size of ship anchors, sang through the air with an odd warble, smashing into stone, then biting down into the icy walls as the thigh-thick chains ratcheted tight. Nimble Rogues, deadly Infiltrators, and elite teams of Sicarii were the first across, bounding along the chains and vaulting over the walls, disappearing into the piles of corpses and comatose Vogs as they dropped into Stealth. 

They would capture towers, hold stairwells, and slip into back alleyways, waiting for a chance to assassinate Darkling commanders and party leaders, sowing chaos with reckless abandon. 

Rangers, archers, and siege operators followed hard on their heels. The nimble archers cleared bodies and lined up in orderly formations, propping up quivers as they trained their weapons on the Necropolis interior. At the same time, the invading siege operators frantically worked to repair the remaining Vog siege equipment—fixing damaged lines, patching cogs, and refitting firing mechanisms so the massive weapons could be employed against the wave of Darklings that were no doubt already on their way. 

Grappling chains set, hooked ladders bridged the gap next, latching onto the walls, and heavy-plated Dark Templars and sword-wielding Inquisitors clambered over the gap, their armor clanking like pots and pans as they moved. They were too slow and unwieldly to safely cross the chains, but these ladders were perfect for them. In less than a minute, two hundred DPS tanks were on the ramparts and ready to roll. With the Templars safely over, engineers quickly lashed the ladders together and laid out flat steel plates, forming makeshift bridges as big as a single-lane road. 

The mounted troops—lifted to the higher decks via the tower’s internal service elevators—trudged across, the creatures snorting and pawing at the ramp as they lumbered onto the battlements. Below, on level one, steel-slatted doors rolled up, making way for the spider riders and their hairy mounts. The spiderkin didn’t need any help getting across; they leapt with uncanny grace, landed lightly with their riders, then scurried up at disturbing speeds and disappeared over the side of the wall, bound for locations deeper in the Necropolis proper.

Along the upper decks of the tower, revolving platforms clicked into place. 

In seconds, the Arcane Shadow Cannons and heavy-duty ballistae vanished as long-necked catapults rotated into view. These were modified with oversized buckets, since the payload they were launching wasn’t ammunition, but Travelers and Citizens. Wood groaned, ropes snapped, and the catapults rocked, swinging up in an arc and hurling Double-V shock troops high into the air. The Double-V were all Risi—the meanest of the mean, toughest of the tough—their armor studded with spikes, their faces streaked with the blood of the fallen. 

They all wore leather satchels attached to their backs, and heavy-duty harnesses crisscrossed their chests and wrapped around their thighs. As the Double-V crested and began a rapid descent, each tugged at a leather strap, releasing a bloom of fabric that billowed out like a mushroom top. V.G.O. had never seen parachutes—the idea hadn’t even been a glimmer until Army and Marine Corps parachute riggers showed up on our doorsteps with blueprints in hand. Finding the right kind of fabric had been tricky, but once again, spider silk had proved invaluable. From there, the renowned seamstresses of New Viridia had done the rest of the heavy lifting. 

The catapults snapped again and again, hurling hundreds of fighters over the wall, all floating to the ground like dandelion puffs in the summer wind. Invasive weeds, ready to take over Thanatos’ pristine garden. Likewise, Imperial Janissaries air-dropped in all over the Necropolis, tasked with taking bridges, securing choke points, and making the Darklings fight for every inch of ground. Most of the Accipiters maintained their elevation, establishing holding patterns above the city—though giving the green dome over Skálaholt a wide berth—while the mounted aerial units descended into the warren of city streets, quickly disappearing below the roofline.

That was it. The last of the troops offloaded—and just in time.

Straight ahead, the first wave of Darklings poured out from the green dome insulating Skálaholt. The shield itself didn’t waver; the Darklings merely marched out like ghosts appearing on the horizon. Many were on foot, but most came by air. Leading them was the familiar form of an enormous Griffin with golden lion’s fur and brown eagle wings. The creature was decked out in black armor studded with dime-sized blood rubies and wore a crested helm that protected its streamlined head and curved beak. Sheets of night-forged ring-mail covered its sides and flanks, further protecting it from enemy arrow fire.

Sitting on its back, head held high, was Carrera. Thanatos’ Champion and the living embodiment of Serth-Rog, the Daemon Prince of Morsheim. 

The last time I’d seen Carrera had been on the fields outside of Ravenkirk as the Vogthar launched their initial invasion against Eldgard. He’d changed a lot since then. Once upon a time, Carrera had looked noble. Heroic, even. Broad-shouldered. Deeply tanned skin. A swath of ebony hair accompanied by rugged good looks. Every inch what a Templar should’ve looked like. The sun had set on those days long ago. The rough features were still there, but like Morsheim itself, everything about him was twisted and wrong. His eyes burned with malignant green fire, his skin had taken on an ashy hue, and curling horns protruded from his forehead, sweeping back over his matted black hair. 

The former Colombian drug lord looked more Vog than man at this point. He also looked pissed. 

He’d emerged on the east side of the jade dome and beelined straight toward the closest available siege tower: the Phoenix.

Abby responded by hurling spells, triggering her flamethrower arm, and unleashing every siege weapon in her arsenal. Carrera avoided them with supreme ease, guiding his mount with near mechanical precision, diving, swooping, barrel-rolling, and banking, all while gaining ground on the mech. 

With a few keystrokes, Cutter brought the Arcane Shadow Cannons and ballistae back into position, launching a barrage at the rest of the Darkling army surging toward us. Along the walls, our archers unleashed volleys of arrows at the bank of squad commanders, and siege crews trained Vogthar-captured weapons on the encroaching Darkling Horde. 

I couldn’t take my eyes from Carrera, though. 

As his Griffin drew near the Phoenix, the drug lord vaulted into a crouch on his leather saddle and leapt into the air. For a moment, I thought he had a cloak wrapped around his shoulders, but then that cloak snapped open, revealing leathery bat wings not so different from the Abami’s, which pulled him higher into the air while his Griffin peeled away and to the right. Naturally, Devil was waiting, slamming into the feathered creature like a freight train of scale and fury, teeth snapping, claws slashing. 

Carrera’s mount had unceremoniously dispatched Devil during the battle for Rowanheath, so it was no real surprise that Devil wanted a rematch. 

The two massive beasts tangled and circled, wings beating frantically, but Carrera paid them no mind. 

The Champion of Thanatos coasted toward the Phoenix, pulling an enormous sword from a sheath on his back, green eyes trained on the siege tower. Light enveloped the drug lord, a wall of green exploding outward in a ring. The concussive force of the blast knocked Abby’s rig back a handful of paces and sent a tremor running up through the ground. I shielded my eyes from the blaze, which was as bright as a falling star. When the searing halo finally faded, Carrera as I’d known him was gone, and in his place was a nightmare creature, fifty feet tall. 

During our tussle at Ravenkirk, Carrera had shown off some of his Avatar abilities, but apparently he’d leveled up since then. A lot. His was sickly pale, jagged streaks of dark corruption running just beneath the surface of his skin. No different than the veins I’d seen riddling Jo-Dan’s arm. His horns had grown and now burned with toxic green flame that matched his unnatural eyes. His legs were gone, his lower body replaced by an army of burning tentacles as large as tree trunks, and the leathery wings were now large enough to block out the hazy sun above.

He smashed into Abby’s rig like a linebacker. The tower was still nearly three times Carrera’s size, but that didn’t seem to bother the enraged Champion in the least. Metal legs creaked from the increased strain, and the tower began to pitch over, falling in what felt like slow motion, Carrera riding the enormous mech to the ground. The Phoenix landed like a bomb blast, the earth shaking, a huge fissure snaking across the plains as a cloud of dust, snow, and stony debris swirled up, enveloping Carrera and the rig, leaving only murky shadows, barely visible through the haze. 

“Vlad, Cutter!” I yelled over the comms, still watching the dust cloud through the vantage of the Seer Stone. “The Phoenix is down! Free up the lines and get this thing ready to move.” 

“Cannot, Jack!” Vlad replied. “The chains and ladders are designed to lock us into place and anchor the tower. Will take ten minutes at least to free grappling hooks and cut tower loose.” 

“Can’t you do it any faster?” 

“Nyet,” he replied, voice grim. “Not without sustaining significant damage and risking many lives.”

I watched, hopeless, as the debris cloud began to settle and I got a better picture of the situation. Abby’s siege tower lay flat against the ground, its mechanical legs bent and battered beyond repair, many of them torn clean off. Carrera straddled the tower, tentacles wrapped around it, preventing it from moving while he hacked at the rig with a gleaming black Malware sword the size of a telephone pole. The Phoenix was leaking fluid across the barren earth. None of the siege equipment appeared to be online, but at least the shield arm was still in operation, narrowly turning Carrera’s blade with a thunderous clang before it could carve open the tower like a tin can. 

There was no way that would last for long, though.

I had to do something, and I had to do it now or there was a good chance I was going to lose Abby—and I wasn’t going to let that happen. I couldn’t protect her from every danger out there in the big, wide world, but I could save her from this one. Maybe. I pulled up my character interface and checked my available Experience points: 78,962 points of 126,880. 

It was going to be close, but I definitely had a chance if I acted quickly enough.  

“Cutter,” I said, pulling the green helmet from my head and standing. “You’re calling the shots from here on out.”

“Don’t worry about us, Jack,” he yelled back, nimble fingers flying across his control console, triggering spells and weapons. “Vlad and I can hold down the fort. I’ll send any help we can your way. You just focus on kicking that ugly bastard’s teeth into the back of his skull, eh!”

“Here’s hoping,” I said, turning on a heel and dashing for the exit. I shouldered open the security hatch, which let out to a narrow hallway. Following the signs and arrows carefully etched into the floor and walls, I darted through the labyrinth of passages, bowling over engineers and siege operators, then scrambling up a ladder to level eight. Seconds zipped by painfully fast. Carrera could finish off Abby any moment. Finally, I found one of the open platforms that housed a grappling cannon. 

All I needed was a way out, and this would do just as well as any other. 

I took to the chain, sprinting along the oversized links until I was clear of the tower. It wouldn’t do to bring down the Crimson Hammer in my rush to save Abby. I wanted to help, but I also needed to play things smart. I vaulted over the wall and landed lightly on the ramparts, triggering Shadow Stride as my feet touched down. Time screeched to a herky-jerk halt as I hauled ass toward Carrera and Abby, eating up the distance as fast as my feet would carry me. Vog bodies littered the ground like fallen leaves, and Imperial and Alliance archers blocked off huge swaths of the walkways, but thanks to Shadow Stride I phased through them all without ever breaking a sweat. 

My Stamina bar plummeted as I ran, legs churning, arms pumping, my breath coming in long painful pulls. I was covering an enormous amount of ground, but Abby’s rig was still several miles off. There was no way I’d be able to get there in time—not running on the ramparts. Not even if I cast Shadow Stride every thirty seconds. I faltered, glancing up, searching the skies for Devil. I needed wings, but the Drake was locked in a pitched battle high overhead with Carrera’s Griffin. There was no way to break him away from that mess. 

And, unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to transform into my Avatar form just yet. Once I activated the ability, I would have exactly five minutes of divine power, and I had a sneaking suspicion I’d need every second to take Carrera down. 

So, knowing there was nothing else I could do, I pressed on. 

My Shadow Stride countdown timer hit zero and forced me back into the Material Realm, but I didn’t stop running. Instead, I picked up the pace until every breath felt like an ice pick driving into my lungs. The going was much slower, however, since I had to step over sprawled-out Vog bodies and deftly dodge Alliance archers as they fired a wall of arrows at the incoming Darklings. Ahead, Carrera continued to pummel Abby and the Phoenix with his sword—her shield was on the verge of giving up the ghost. The mechanical arm holding it in place jittered from the strain, sparks flying in arcs and wisps of steam curling up.

Meanwhile, fires had broken out throughout the downed siege tower, orange flames licking up from open doors, spewing thick smoke into the air. 

No, no, no! 

I faltered, doubling over, hands on knees, my Stamina bar at zero while I fought to catch a breath. I was still so far away. There was no way I was going to make it in time. Wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of a trembling hand, I finally stood and prepared to trigger my Avatar of Order ability. Better to try now and run out of time mid-fight with Carrera than miss the battle altogether. I reached out to Sophia’s divine power, which flowed through me, waiting to be used, but faltered as the roar of engines caught my ear. 

Blazing toward me was an enormous Clockwork Dragon, its gleaming steel hide riddled with bronze rivets and twirling copper cogs. Its wings were a combination of steel and thick fabric; exhaust ports lined its belly, vomiting out white steam to keep the behemoth aloft. Sitting on the creature’s back was a grinning Osmark, repeater in hand. 

“Cutter messaged me—said you might need a hand. Care for a lift?”
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Serth-Rog Showdown
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ALTHOUGH OSMARK’S CLOCKWORK dragon wasn’t nearly as fast or agile as Devil, it was a helluva lot quicker than I was on foot—even running through the Shadowverse. In less than a minute we were in range, the booster engines kicking out great gusts of steam and pressurized air as Osmark pulled a series of levers and switches, bringing us in high above Carrera. The demonic manifestation had hacked the siege tower’s shield arm off at the joint, leaving the amputated mechanical limb lying in the gray dirt and snow, shimmering purple hydraulic fluid leaking out, forming a small pool on the icy tundra. 

Alliance members and Imperials alike were attempting to flee the rig, which was crackling and burning like a yule log at Christmas time.

Carrera wasn’t having any of that, though. 

As fighters, clerics, and engineers emerged, covering their mouths and eyes against the harsh, acrid smoke, Carrera struck, huge tentacles slamming down, smearing them across the ground like a giant crushing defenseless ants. A few fought back ineffectively while others managed to get clear of the smoldering wreckage—although that was more luck than skill from the look of things. There was no sign of Abby at all. Knowing her, she would stay with the rig to buy the crew as much time as possible to escape. I tried her on the Officer Chat, and when she didn’t reply, I hastily shot off a PM to her, hoping for some kind of response letting me know she was okay. 

Or alive at least. 

A full minute passed as we tore through the sky. Still nothing. 

Fear and anger formed a knot in the pit of my stomach, but I stomped those feelings down since I couldn’t afford any distractions. What would be, would be. 

“Get me a little closer,” I yelled, popping up into a crouch, balancing on my toes as I eyed the distance between me and Carrera. 

Osmark flipped another panel of switches, rocket boosters igniting in an abrupt spurt, closing the distance. At fifty feet out, I leapt, diving toward Carrera as I triggered one of my Champion abilities—arguably my rarest and most costly talent of all: Avatar of Order. The pinnacle of my Champion of Order Skill Tree. At 50,000 Experience points a shot, I couldn’t afford to use it often, but when I could, there wasn’t much that could stand in my way. Carrera, decked out in his Avatar form... Well, he was probably the exception. 

But he was also exactly the reason why I had an ability like this in the first place. 

If now wasn’t the right time to use it, then there never would be one.

As I careened toward the earth like a shooting asteroid, my body shifted and changed. My Spirit gauge dipped by a whopping 2,000 points, wiping out my reserve in the blink of an eye, and my Experience bar took a steep nosedive—a costly price to gain the power I needed to stop the drug lord and save my fiancée. It cleared out two-thirds of the points I’d earned since taking Idruz over a week ago, but it would be worth it in the long run. And, chances were, I’d earn at least a few of those points back once I turned Carrera into a greasy stain on the snow. 

Above me, Osmark dove, unleashing a hail of gunfire at the enormous otherworldly Avatar, drawing Carrera’s attention away from me and the downed rig pinned beneath his withered mass.

Power swelled inside me, hot and terrible, and with it came a wave of pain, which pummeled me like the hooves of a stampeding cattle herd. My bones groaned in protest, my muscles screamed in abject terror, and my skin stretched and twisted, growing uncomfortably tight. Magma burned its way through my veins, shooting down my arms and legs with every beat of my heart. Terrible pressure built inside my head. My stomach clenched, and bright jags of cutting pain invaded my joints. The razor blades came next, an invisible whirlwind of them, flaying me alive. 

Still I fell, the frigid wind biting at my cheeks a balm against the fierce pain.

Twenty feet above Carrera, the pain vanished, swept away almost as abruptly as it had come. My muscles no longer shrieked; instead, they bulged and distorted, my gray skin flaking away, revealing sleek purple-black scales, identical to Devil’s. My fingers swelled, my nails popping free as wicked ebony talons erupted along each tip. My shoulder blades writhed and wriggled, a pair of new appendages rupturing outward, unfurling into leathery Drake wings more than capable of keeping me aloft—at least for short bursts of time. 

I stretched my wings, flexing them like fingers, slowing my blazing descent even as my mouth gave way to a reptilian muzzle filled with jagged teeth as big as any T. rex’s. I angled my fall, adjusting my wing position so I crashed into Carrera’s upturned back like a thirty-foot wrecking ball. He staggered and reeled from the blow, but somehow managed to stay upright. I acted instantly—while I still had the element of surprise on my side—wrapping my powerful arms around his shoulders and interlocking my hands, pinning his arms against his sides. My lashing lizard tail slithered around Carrera’s waist, digging in to further secure my position. 

Carrera’s oversized Malware sword slipped from his hand, hitting the ground with a dull thud. 

Carrera howled and cursed, confused, wiggling as he fought to break my death grip. 

And unfortunately, he was winning. 

As strong as I was, Carrera was both bigger and stronger. He flexed his arms with a grunt, breaking my grasp, then prying free from my crushing bear hug. 

Thankfully my tail was still wrapped around him, anchoring me in place. But that wouldn’t be enough. 

I opened my mouth wide and drove my fangs into the side of his neck, clamping down like a striking serpent. Fetid blood filled my mouth and washed over my chin. The coppery tang made me want to gag. Refusing to let go—to let him win—I bit down harder, digging my teeth in while I triggered one of my Avatar abilities. Burning Talons: 3/5 strobed in the corner of my eye as I sheathed my claws in blue-white power and drove them into his chest. Carrera’s blackened plate mail had scaled up during his transformation, but my talons sheared through the metal, driving into the vulnerable flesh beneath. 

His Health bar was draining from my continual assault, but at an appallingly slow rate. Holy crap, but this guy had to have more raw Health even than Osmark. And, in my experience, no one had more HP than the Artificer. 

I wriggled my teeth and forced my claws in deeper, fighting desperately to hold my position. 

A tentacle snaked around my throat like a garrote, yanking tight and cutting off the air to my brain. My jaws released from his throat on instinct, and a forceful yank pulled my claws free from his chest, rank green blood dripping down my hands and splattering across the ground. In an instant, the tables had turned, and I found myself gasping for breath as a new combat prompt appeared. 

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Induced Suffocation: You are being suffocated by crushing strangulation. You suffer 20 points of Stamina damage each second until you can breathe normally once more. If your Stamina reaches 0, you will die.

Current estimated time of death: 48 seconds.

<<<>>>

Already, black was creeping in around the edges of my vision. 

Carrera’s sword was still well out of reach, but his Avatar came with some inbuilt weapons as well, it seemed. He grinned at me, his jagged teeth black and covered in blood, and raised his right arm. His fingers shimmered and merged, turning into a knife-hand of silvery metal. With a snarl, he reared his arm back and drove the arm-blade into my side at an angle. Trying to pierce a lung, I had no doubt, since that would speed along the suffocation process considerably. Mercy of mercies, his aim was subtly off, but that didn’t mean the blow wasn’t excruciating. 

It felt like someone had jabbed a red-hot poker into my chest cavity. 

Sheer misery. But misery with a silver lining. As the blade tore through muscle, my HP dipped below 75%. A wave of awesome strength flooded into my body, filling me with raw power—like getting a great night’s sleep, then downing a gallon of primo gas station coffee. That was another one of my many Avatar abilities, Desperate Strength, which added a hefty Strength bonus to my already formidable stats. But the trick was, it only kicked in once my Health dropped past the 75% threshold.

With renewed vigor, I activated Burning Talons again, slashing furiously at the tentacle wrapped around my neck, cutting through rubbery meat. Carrera growled and hurled me away, the pressure blessedly vanishing from my trachea. Sweet, delicious air flooded my mouth once more, though the pain radiating out from my side was still nauseating. I flipped in midair, shooting my wings out with a wince, and landed forty feet away in a crouch, lips pulled back in a snarl. Carrera wheeled around, his back turned on the fallen Phoenix, his cancerous emerald green gaze fixed on me.

“I’ve been waiting for this, you know, pendejo,” Carrera said, his voice deep, guttural. Inhuman. He extended his arm out to the side, his hand reverting back to its customary form. The enormous Malware weapon on the ground quivered, an insidious green light engulfing the blade. It pulled itself from the earth, floating into the air, then rushed into his outstretched grip like a boomerang returning to its master. “Over and over again you take and you take and you take. You’ve taken everything from me. Stole my faction seal. Stole my city out from beneath me. 

“I thought I would pay you back, thief. To make you feel what it was like to lose everything. So I tried to take your whole world from you—to destroy the Realm of Order the way you destroyed my second chance at life.” He tsked and shook his head. “You ruined that, too. Then... then you killed my general, Peng. And now, here you are. Knocking on my doorstep, trying to steal the scraps from my mouth.” He leaned over and spit green blood into the dirt. “But not this time, pendejo. This time, I win!” 

He surged forward, bringing his sword down in a crushing blow. 

I darted left, pulling the oversized warhammer from my belt, swinging it up into an overhand block, bracing the weapon with both hands. His blade clanged against the shaft of my weapon, the razor-sharp edge stopping mere inches from splitting my skull cleanly down the middle. 

My muscles shook from the strain of staving off the attack. Even though I was the Avatar of Order, this guy was way out of my weight class, and it was showing. I grunted and tried to put a little distance between us. He moved before I could get my footing, lashing out with a club-like tentacle, catching me directly in my wounded side, sending a fresh bolt of pain lancing through my body and knocking the wind from my lungs. I wheezed, one claw-tipped hand flying to my side. He renewed his assault, sword flashing out in a horizontal slash. I moved on instinct, bringing my hammer up in a feeble attempt to parry or divert the blow. 

I was too slow by half, and my grip on the hilt of my hammer was tenuous. The sword landed with clang, knocking the weapon from my hand, sending it spinning away and into the dirt. Leaving me momentarily defenseless. He took full advantage of my vulnerability, lunging in, sword thrust straight out. The tip of the beefy Malware blade sheared through my wing joint, siphoning off another chunk of my rapidly dwindling Health. He twisted the blade in a single, fluid movement and sliced down, nearly removing the wing from my back.

Critical Hit! 

The pain was incredible, and my Health lurched, this time flashing a brilliant red as it edged below 50%. A firm reminder that no one was invincible or immune from superior skill and strength—not even the Avatar of Order.

“Good to see you again, Carrera!” Osmark yelled from behind me as he swooped in on his clockwork mount, fire erupting from the dragon’s mouth, blasting the former drug lord in the side of the face while Osmark’s myriad of guns and rockets fired in concert. The Artificer hurled a trio of mechanical drones into the air, and they immediately whirled to life, unleashing a stream of bullets and screaming buzz saws at the towering horror. Carrera flinched, tugging his sword free as he batted at the drones circling his head like vultures. 

When he couldn’t get those, he turned his fury on Osmark with a growl, a tentacle flying through the air like a whip. 

The Artificer flipped switches and cranked levers, throwing the dragon into a blazing fast barrel roll, but the tentacle caught one of the dragon’s wings, crunching through metal and obliterating the steam thrusters. Smoke and fire plumed up as the clockwork marvel dropped, Osmark doing everything he could to land the rig safely. 

Osmark hadn’t done much damage in the grand scheme of things, but he’d bought me a little breathing room.  

The drug lord turned his attention back on me, Osmark already forgotten. “Now where were we?” He raised his sword. 

“We’re at the part where I kick your ass,” I yelled, rushing in. He’d hacked through most of my wing, crippling my ability to fly, but in doing so, he’d also unwittingly pushed my Health below 50%, unlocking my last and most powerful Avatar ability. Jaws spread, I unleashed a javelin of pure white fire. Cleansing Light, 1/2. The uber beam of Divine Energy dealt a devastating 550% of spell power on contact, making it my single most powerful spell, hands down with no runners-up. 

I swung my head left to right as I moved, the talons on my toes finding easy purchase in the ground, scarring the earth behind me. Carrera tried to evade, throwing himself to the side, but he was both too large and too slow for that. The opalescent beam of dragon fire burned through several tentacles, severing them entirely, while wounding others. His HP took a nasty hit, dropping by over a quarter, but he was too powerful to kill so easily. And since he had a sea of tentacles propping him up, even trimming off a few wouldn’t give me much of an edge. 

I had other weapons at my disposal, however.

Carrera had unwittingly positioned himself between me and my fallen warhammer, so getting to it wasn’t an option, but I had a nuclear option I could always use.  

I glanced at the blazing wreckage that had been the Phoenix only minutes ago, and anger ignited inside me. If Abby was alive, she was still in there, likely trapped, and the only way I could get to her was to get through this asshole. And if there was anyone who deserved to be knocked out of the game for good, it was Carrera. He’d been a thorn in my side since the beginning, and instead of working to redeem himself and his terrible choices the way Osmark had, Carrera had gone from being an awful human being to a monstrous human being with all the morals of a great white shark. 

With clawed fingers, I reached beneath my armor and pulled the Reality Editor from around my neck. 

Like my warhammer, the key had scaled up during my transformation. But I didn’t need a key right now, I needed a weapon, and the Reality Editor seemed to intuitively understand my need. It pulsed in my hand, its magic potent and hungry. The key wasn’t alive—certainly not sentient, the way Devil was—but it did have desires. Or a purpose, rather. It was a complicated machine designed for a very specific reason, and right now, the key was guiding my hand, whispering that purpose into my head.

It is an abomination... the key seemed to send. It should not exist. It must be unmade. Edited from existence.

I focused on the Editor, hardening my will and resolve, channeling my desire into the key. It buzzed in my hand, just as it had when I’d used it to open the doors to this realm, seeking direction, begging me to shape reality according to my will. I focused on the shape of the warhammer: its tapered handle and heavy head, its blunt face and spiked top. I pictured the way it sang in my hand. The way it crushed armor and shattered bone. The Editor listened intently, the buzzing intensifying, a terrible heat building as light leaked out from the key, first in a trickle, then in a deluge.

653/1,000 flashed in the corner of my eye, ten charges gone as the weapon transformed—given new shape.

In its place was a glimmering crystal warhammer, a perfect replica of Mad God’s Fury, save for the spike at the tail end of the hammer. Where the sharpened spit of steel should’ve been was the jagged face of a skeleton key. I glanced at the countdown timer spinning merrily away—less than a minute before my Avatar ability lapsed and I shrank back down into teeny, tiny regular Jack. I severely doubted I’d be able to finish Carrera if that happened, which meant I needed to end this now. I stalked forward, and for the first time, fear and worry flashed across Carrera’s inhuman face. 

He licked his lips, tightening his grip on his massive sword.

I unleashed my last wave of Cleansing Light, the beam blindingly bright—which was what I was counting on. Carrera threw up his arms, conjuring a formidable dome of toxic green light to guard against the attack. As soon as the shield took shape, I cut the breath attack short and dashed forward, bringing the newly formed crystal weapon down, uttering a booming roar that shook the walls of the Necropolis with my pent-up fury. 

Carrera stumbled, disoriented from my misdirection, and raised his enormous Malware sword into place, a cross block that should’ve halted my arcing blow in its tracks. 

Acting on some primal instinct—or maybe directed subconsciously by the Reality Editor—I flipped the weapon around so the skeleton key was aimed down instead of the blunt crystal face. The hammer hit with a melodic clang, the sound of a titanic gong struck, and Carrera’s sword exploded on impact, fragments and chips of black metal flying out, peppering my chest and face like shrapnel. Thankfully my thick, reptilian scales acted like chainmail, deflecting the shards of toxic steel. I drove forward, slamming the hammer down farther, burying the jagged key face directly in Carrera’s forehead, lodging it like an axe in a piece of firewood. 

Carrera stumbled, mouth going slack, eyes going hazy as something vital drained from him and his HP plunged. The key turned hammer in my hand buzzed with manic energy and a prompt appeared.

<<<>>>

Editing Option Enabled: Would you like to ban this player from the server? Yes/No?

<<<>>>

My eyes flickered over the message, growing wider as I read. Would I like to ban the player from the sever? Holy crap. I was literally holding the Ban Hammer. Well, if ever there was a person that deserved a swift boot from the game, it was Carrera. I selected Yes, which summoned one final confirmation prompt that came with a warning: 

<<<>>>

Warning: All user data will be wiped from the Viridian Gate Achieves. Proceed? Yes/No?

<<<>>>

This wouldn’t just bump him from the game, this would wipe the servers of his very existence. I accepted Yes again with a thought, and as I did, the light contained within the crystal hammer rushed out. It left the weapon temporarily empty, the light shining instead through Carrera’s eyes and mouth—transforming him into some sort of ghoulish jack-o’-lantern.

592/1,000

I ripped the hammer back, staggering a few steps, suddenly feeling drained and exhausted to the core. I’d definitely seen better days, but then, so had Carrera. The crater I’d left in his forehead bled opalescent light, and jagged runes of electric blue energy crawled over his face and down his neck. He screamed, an otherworldly sound as he clawed at his face, but that didn’t seem to do the trick either. The lines of runic magic continued to spread, gaining ground like the plague. Deleting him.

Carrera’s face and arms swelled up, a balloon filled to the max, his pale skin stretched too tight. He let out a final shriek, a mangled sound, then opal light ripped him apart. Enormous arms flew away, tentacles rupturing, his horned head popping as purifying light rushed out in a whoosh. I only had seconds left in my Avatar form, but that was just enough time to thrust my free hand forward, talon-tipped fingers splayed out. I tapped the last of my Avatar abilities—Pulse Shield: 2/30—summoning a wall of brilliant pearl light, twenty feet by ten in front of me.

The necrotic green power slammed into the enormous shield of Divine Energy, hurling me up and back, rattling my curved fangs... and ultimately saving what little remained of my flagging HP. Unfortunately, I was almost fifty feet from the ground when my Avatar countdown timer lapsed and my body reverted back to its normal shape and size. My Health was below six percent, and the world wobbled around me. With Devil nowhere in sight, I triggered Shadow Stride, slipping into the twisted, muted world of the Shadowverse seconds before ploughing into the ground headfirst, like a swan dive gone horribly, horribly wrong. 

True, I couldn’t suffer damage while in the Shadowverse, but I could certainly feel pain. And landing on your head after a fifty-foot fall? A wave of blackness washed over me, stars exploding across my vision. Agony became my whole world.
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SOMETIME LATER—I WASN’T sure how much—I startled awake, soft furs beneath me, a cloth camp tent above, a blanket covering me. For a long beat, nothing made sense. How had I gotten here? Where was here? Was I safe? What about Abby? Hazy images came back to me in jolts and flashes, bubbling up to the top of my mind, but the pieces didn’t seem to fit cleanly together. I could vaguely recall my battle with Carrera and using the Reality Editor, transforming it into a weapon, but how I’d managed to do it... That was still fuzzy. It had all come to me in the moment, and after that... 

All I could remember was falling. I shivered, thinking that might be a small mercy in hindsight. 

I propped myself up on my elbows with a groan and ran a hand over my chest. My armor was still in place and I could feel the hard lump of the key beneath my breastplate, though I couldn’t remember putting it back around my neck.  

“Gods above and below, I think he’s awake,” came Cutter’s voice. 

I blinked and turned. I wasn’t alone in the camp tent. There were twenty or so other people milling around beneath the heavy canvas canopy, including Amara and Otto. A handful of Inquisition Clerics in brown robes and white tabards bustled around, kneeling on muddy dirt as they tended to their patients, all sprawled out on fur mats similar to the one I was occupying. Not a command tent, then, but a triage center, meant for treating those so seriously damaged that they couldn’t naturally heal on their own. 

I scanned the other pallets, and my heart shot up into my throat as I spotted Abby. 

Her robes were in tatters, her hair charred almost down to the scalp, red welts running over her face and most of the left side of her body. Otto sat beside her, tightly clasping her uninjured hand in his calloused palm. The Risi was in better shape, but not by much. His armor was badly singed, and a deep cut ran diagonally across his face from temple to chin, narrowly missing one eye. 

“Jack,” Cutter said, hustling over to me, a tired grin on his face. “Bloody hell, but I thought we were going to lose you there for a bit.” 

“I’m fine,” I said, waving away his concern as I stood, my arms and legs stiff and aching from exhaustion. “What’s wrong with Abby?” I asked, crossing the tent in four long strides, then dropping down beside her. 

“Best I can tell,” Otto said haltingly, “she is in some sort of trauma-induced coma. Her HP is steady, but not rising the way it should, considering her Health regeneration factor. The clerics say this happens sometimes when you suffer wounds as terrible as hers.” 

“Fire can do that,” came a matronly voice as a rather plump cleric bustled in through the tent flaps, carrying a pestle and a mortar filled with a repugnant smelling paste. “Even Firebrands are suspectable to the Flame Induced Shock debuff. It’s several steps above Flame Trauma. It causes permanent burns in Citizens and can render the victim unconscious for hours or even days depending on the extent of the damage.” She pursed her lips, eyeing me up and down. “You really shouldn’t be out of bed, you know. You’re lucky to be walking after the damage you sustained.” 

“I’ll be fine,” I replied with a grimace. “Just tell me she’s going to be okay.” 

The cleric scrutinized me for a few long seconds more, then nodded, apparently satisfied by whatever she saw. “Aye. I’ll be able to set her straight. Had to scrounge up the right ingredients, but I have ’em now.” She nodded toward the bowl in her hands. “Just give me some time and space to work.”

I nodded and backed away, watching anxiously as the woman ground the paste, churning it into a smooth gray mix that smelled faintly of rotten eggs. 

“What happened in the tower?” I asked Otto, who still clenched Abby’s hand as though he intended to hold onto it forever. It was an oddly tender gesture that didn’t fit well with what I knew about the Risi warrior. But then, I knew he and Abby were close, even if he was stony-faced with the rest of the world. 

“She saved us. All of us,” he replied stoically. “Carrera came out of nowhere and hit us like a battle-axe blade to the chest. Raginolf was in the Engineering seat, and when the tower fell, it knock him out cold.” He jerked his head toward another pallet, this one with a squat form sheltered beneath the blankets, snoring softly. “It wouldn’t have been so bad, except the boilers ruptured on both level two and seven, and without Raginolf at the helm to mitigate the damage, the fires burned quickly and spread through the other decks. 

“I worked the weapons systems, holding off Carrera with the shield, while Abby scrambled below decks to directly douse the flames so everyone else could get clear of the rig. If not for her, we all would’ve burned alive.” He faltered and glanced down, absently running his thumb along the back of her hand. “Eventually, I lost her on comms, which I knew was a bad sign. There was no salvaging the rig at that point, and since you’d showed up, I grabbed the Dwarf and headed below deck looking for her. Found her like this. All burned up, but alive.”

“The heat got into her lungs,” the cleric said, before clicking her tongue. “Flame inhalation can sear the throat and broil the airways.” She finished spreading an even coat of paste over the glossy red burn wounds. “Few people come back from that. It was her Firebrand resistances that saved her, I’d wager. That, and you dragging her out when you did,” she said, shooting Otto a glance. She set the bowl aside. Already Abby was stirring on the pallet, writhing and whimpering. 

“Hush, dearie,” the cleric said, smoothing what remained of Abby’s hair back from her forehead. “We’re almost better. Just drink this now and you’ll be right as a new day.” She pressed a vial to Abby’s charred lips, forcing her head back. 

“Screw me sideways,” she moaned when she’d finally finished off the last of the drink. “Why does everything hurt so bad? Next time I set someone on fire, I’m going to remember this feeling. ’Cause this suuuuuucks.” With a twisted grimace she pulled her hand free from Otto’s and sat up. 

“Glad to see you’re with us, Ms. Hollander,” Osmark said, pushing through the tent flaps with Sandra in tow. “I would wish you a swift recovery, but I’m afraid that is going to have to wait. We have some rather pressing matters to attend to, and the sooner the better, considering we have respawn time to take into account.” 

“Good to see you too, asshole,” Abby grumbled, climbing to unsteady feet, then limping over to stand beside me, slinging one arm around my shoulders for support. She leaned into me. “Thanks for coming to get me, Jack.” She leaned over and pecked my cheek.

“Hey, I’m always in your corner,” I said with a wink. “I’m just glad Otto was there for you when I couldn’t be.” 

“Me too,” Abby said, shooting the Risi a soft smile. “He’s a good friend.” 

“Although this is all very touching,” Osmark said coolly, “we are wasting time. Clerics, please clear the tent.” 

“Oh no,” the plump nurse who’d tended Abby said, planting hands on her hips and rounding on the Artificer. “I can appreciate that you’re all busy people, but you commandeered my triage tent, not the other way around.” She stalked forward and jammed a finger into his chest. Emperor or not, she was taking zero crap from him. “I have patients to care for, and I take my job very seriously.” 

Osmark scowled at her—he wasn’t a man used to hearing the word no—but finally he grunted and threw up his hands in resignation. 

“Refreshing as always to see you, Katona,” he said from behind a false smile. “And I suppose it doesn’t matter much at this point. I’m happy to report that we have over sixty percent of the Necropolis firmly in Eldgardian hands, and we are continuing to hold the wall, despite several major pushes from the Darklings. After consulting with our generals, the consensus is that the fighting will likely continue unabated well into the early evening, but we should be poised to move on Skálaholt within nine hours. I’ve already dispatched our lookalike doppelgangers, so hopefully Thanatos won’t see us coming until it’s too late.”

“Great,” Abby replied, “so now all that’s left to do is kill ourselves. Perfect. So glad you guys brought me back to consciousness to do this.”

“Best that you know the plan,” Osmark said. “Now, if there are no further objections, the Hexblades?” 

I sure wasn’t looking forward to this part. Not one little bit. 

Begrudgingly, I pulled the toxic weapon from my inventory. Just touching it made my skin crawl as though I were running my fingers through a pool of sludge. The blade was rancid, and I couldn’t wait to be rid of it. I traced my thumb over the demonic face so meticulously etched into the hilt, before pulling up the item description. 

I read it, hopefully for the very last time.

<<<>>>

Black Hexblade of Serth-Rog

Weapon Type: Bladed; Dagger

Class: Unique, One-handed

Base Damage: 25  

Primary Effects: 

	+10 to Strength

	+10 to Dexterity

	+100 pts Cold damage

	+5% to Critical Hit when Backstabbing


Unique Usable Effect:

	Soul Sacrifice: Activate Soul Sacrifice when an enemy is at Critical Health to suck the soul from their body and send it to the Frozen Realm of Morsheim. (Charge: 1) 	Note: Using Soul Sacrifice will permanently destroy this weapon!

	Note: If a player does not have an “evil” alignment, Soul Sacrifice causes the player to permanently lose 5 points of Spirit!

	Note: If a player does not have an “evil” alignment, Soul Sacrifice activates the Entwined Fate debuff, causing the player to die when the victim dies, and respawn in their normal location!

	Note: Any player killed using Soul Sacrifice will become a Spectral Revenant; their respawn point will be changed to Skálaholt, capital of Morsheim, unless they can find a way to return to the land of the living!




The Black Blade of Serth-Rog is granted only to the darkest, most bloodthirsty servants of Serth-Rog: the Black Priests of the Hexblade. It is a wicked artifact, forged from the essence of the Dark Lord Himself ...

<<<>>>

As loathsome as these weapons were, they were also our ticket past the mystic dome wrapped around Skálaholt like an eggshell. Activating it wasn’t liable to be a walk in the park, but it was necessary. 

I closed out of the description and shut my player interface. The rest of the crew had their own Hexblades out and were standing around in a circle, stony faced and serious. Osmark, Sandra, Cutter, Abby. I was the final piece in this jigsaw puzzle. I joined them with a sigh. Oddly, I felt like Zendu and the other Lorekeepers, circling up in preparation to take their own lives for a cause greater than themselves. 

“Does everyone have the nerve to do this?” Osmark asked, quirking an eyebrow as he hefted his blade and pressed the tip against his own throat. “If not, I’m sure we can find a proxy to do the dirty work for you. Though it will mean a respawn for them as well.”

“I’ve slit plenty of throats before,” Cutter replied, raising his own blade. “And I’ve nearly killed myself a thousand times to boot—and that was by accident. I reckon I can manage, especially if I actively try. Now, if you’re done bumping your lips, I say we do this, eh?” 

“See you on the other side, Jack,” Abby said, taking my free hand in hers.

“Be safe,” I replied, knowing exactly how idiotic that sounded considering we were all about to commit seppuku. But as I’d reminded myself so often over the past few weeks, sometimes there really was no winning. With a grunt, I flexed and drove the blade into the side of my throat, triggering Savage Blow, Crush Armor, Champion’s Strike, and Soul Sacrifice all at once, ensuring I did the job properly. The blade slipped home, and my legs promptly buckled beneath me as warm liquid rushed down my neck, drenching my armor and covering my hand in a sheen of red. 

Critical Hit! 

I flopped onto my back, the world reeling as a combat notice popped up, swimming drunkenly in the corner of my eye: 

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added:

Entwined Fate: You have used the Hexblade and activated the Soul Sacrifice ability—your life has been tied to ¥ ERROR_INVALID_FUNCTION. ±đȠ ERROR_SUCCESS! Y0π H®v3 DIED! Your respawn location has been auto-assigned to: Skálaholt!

Spiritual Karma: You have used the Hexblade and activated the Soul Sacrifice ability—you have permanently lost (5) points of Spirit!

<<<>>>

It was the last message I saw before the world dissolved around me and once more I was falling.
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Skálaholt

[image: image]


THE BRUTAL CHILL NESTLED deep inside my bones was the first thing I noticed when death spit me back into the land of the living. Or rather, the land of the un-living. 

The next thing I noticed was the pain. 

Always the pain after dying.

In V.G.O. death had some very tangible consequences, even for Travelers like me who could respawn. I’d bitten the bullet often enough to know there would be no physical wounds to see—no dagger wound gouged into my throat—but that didn’t change the fact that it felt like someone had pushed me into an industrial meat grinder, shoveled up my remains, then fed those into the meat grinder again. Just for good measure. My bones ached, and my skin felt overly tight and raw. My lungs labored for breath, and every movement felt a little like walking over broken glass. 

This was the unfortunate effect of a crippling one-two combo of debuffs.

<<<>>>

Current Debuffs 

Death’s Curse: You have died! You have lost 28,962 XP! Skills improve 20% slower; duration, 8 hours. All XP earned reduced by 15%; duration, 8 hours. Attack Damage and Spell Strength reduced by 20%; duration, 8 hours. Health, Stamina, and Spirit regeneration reduced by 25%; duration, 8 hours. Carry Capacity -50 lbs; duration, 8 hours. 

Death’s Sting: Suffer extreme physical discomfort and waves of weakness; duration, 4 hours.

<<<>>>

Arguably, Death’s Curse was the more brutal of the two debuffs, since it robbed you of Experience and crippled most of your abilities for an eight-hour stretch, but Death’s Sting was the real kick in the groin. Once I eventually managed to get through Death’s Sting, the horrendous pain would fade like an old bruise, and things would improve significantly. 

I dismissed the interface, squinted against the throbbing headache rampaging through my skull like a stampede of elephants, and regarded the green sky above me. A dome of swirling, flickering pale jade. That was one piece of good news, at least. The Hexblade had actually worked. For better or worse, I was inside Skálaholt. Every muscle screamed in protest as I propped myself up with wobbly arms and tried to get some sense of my surroundings. It was night, though the shimmering green witchlight from the dome made it easy enough to see. From the look of things, I was in a narrow alleyway slicing cleanly between two gray-stone buildings.

I didn’t see anyone in the immediate vicinity, but I figured lying in a back alley for too long would likely attract attention if there were any natives out and about. Which meant I needed to get moving. 

Despite the cold, sweat marred my face and slicked my chest, which was devoid of armor or even so much as a tunic. All part and parcel of the dying process. I opened my inventory, ready to slip on the new armor Vlad had crafted for me, but faltered when my avatar appeared. I’d grown accustomed to my Murk Elf appearance over the months since transitioning to V.G.O. Seeing someone completely, utterly different staring back at me came as a gut punch. There were still hints of the old me—the same face, the hard line of my jaw, the set of my shoulders—but my gunmetal skin was faded, now a pale, chalky white. 

The pallor of a week-old corpse.

My eyes burned a fervent emerald, the same toxic shade as the enormous magical dome arching above my head, and curling ram horns protruded from the sides of my head, reminding me instantly of the Vogthar. Keeping my eyes locked on my avatar, I reached up a tentative hand and ran a finger down one of the bony spurs. Oh my God, they were real. I had horns. I recoiled when I caught sight of my arms. Glowing green lines of script encircled my forearms, winding from the back of my hands all the way up to my elbows. Yep, I definitely looked more like a Vogthar than a Dokkalfar at this point. 

Lingering above my avatar’s head in bright red lettering hung the words Spectral Revenant.

Nothing in the mission brief had prepared me for this. Yes, I’d known I would receive a temporary class change by using the Hexblade—we’d been counting on it—but no one had mentioned the makeover. But then, their information about what exactly happened after getting stabbed with a Hexblade was threadbare, more rumor than fact. Not even the Ministry of Whispers had been able to turn up more than vague speculation and whispers. The problem was, very few people were killed by Hexblades. Or, at least, there were very few who were killed and returned to the land of the living.

We’d kicked around the idea that transforming into a Spectral Revenant was in some way tied to the process of becoming a member of the Darkling Horde, but getting an actual Darkling to talk about the process had proved... wildly unsuccessful. We’d captured hundreds of the traitors since the fighting had broken out after Ravenkirk, but they had the ability to die on command, and even Dead Bind rooms didn’t seem to hold them long. A nifty perk for sure, though frustrating for our side. 

Looked like I was getting a glimpse behind the curtain in a way few others ever had.

So, my physical appearance had changed for sure, but I was curious to see if the transformation had any other effects or whether the changes merely went skin deep. I toggled over to my character screen, figuring that was where I’d find any class-related information. I wasn’t disappointed, as a notice appeared.

<<<>>>

Spectral Revenant

You have been banished to Skálaholt, capital of Morsheim, and your bind point has been fixed. As a Spectral Revenant, you are temporarily bound to Skálaholt until you either successfully pledge yourself as an acolyte to one of the many Darkling Noble Houses or find a way to return to the land of the living. Unlike a true Darkling, who has earned a Morta Brand, as a Spectral Revenant, you are a creature caught between two worlds. 

Neither living nor dead, good nor evil, you are a shadow of what you were and only a glimmer of what you may yet become should you continue down the Left-Hand Path. As a Spectral Revenant, you are recognized as a potential recruit and thus are safe while inside the walls of both Skálaholt and the wider Necropolis. But be warned, if you leave the city boundaries, the wild beasts of Morsheim will treat you as hostile and attack you as mercilessly as any monster of Eldgard. Moreover, any Vogthar outside of the Necropolis will likewise slay you, assuming you are attempting to flee to the land of the living. 

Gameplay

Spectral Revenant is a temporary hybrid class available to all Eldgardian races regardless of gender, alignment, or previous class. Unlike other classes, the Spectral Revenant subclass is transitionary—a chance for prospective recruits to earn their way into the good graces of the Darkling Horde through a series of trials, proving their allegiance to the Dark Lord of Morsheim, Thanatos. Unlike Branded Darklings, Spectral Revenants have a “neutral” alignment and are not considered inherently good or evil. Instead, they are the souls of Travelers who have fallen from the path to rebirth.

Because Spectral Revenants are undead beings by nature, they suffer extreme penalties in a number of different areas. All ability stats—Strength, Vitality, Constitution, Dexterity, Spirit, Intelligence, and Luck—remain unaffected. However, your Character Level, Health, Spirit, Stamina, Attack Strength, Ranged Attack Strength, and Spell Strength are all cut in half! Additionally, if you have any spells or abilities with level requirements, and your new Character Level falls below that level, you will not be able to access those skills until you either earn your Brand or return to the land of the living. 

In order to earn a Morta Brand, you must pledge a Darkling House of well-repute, garnering enough reputation within to max out your Morta gauge—proving your allegiance to Thanatos through word and deed. Once you have earned the trust of a House Arch-Zealot, you shed your form as a Spectral Revenant and become a Branded Darkling, unlocking your full character stats and a “corrupted” version of your current class. To find a House accepting pledges, go to any available inn and speak to the innkeeper about “Houses of well-repute.”  

As a Spectral Revenant, you gain limited access to the Darkling special ability Eternal Pact. 

	Eternal Pact: Death holds no fear for the Undead and the Darkling alike. There is no XP penalty for dying, and the effects and duration of Death’s Curse and Death’s Sting are reduced by fifty percent. Restriction: Does not apply retroactively! 


<<<>>>

I read the prompt several times, feeling a sinking sense of dread settle over me each time. Wincing, I pulled up my character screen and took stock of the damage. 

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

THIS WAS BAD. REALLY bad. 

Being a Spectral Revenant would hopefully allow me to move freely about Skálaholt, but, other than that, there were no upsides and there were a ton of downsides. 

My character had just been nerfed into oblivion. I’d be lucky to handle a handful of elite Vogthar, and taking on Thanatos like this would be like trying to fight off an angry lion with a tube of summer sausage. My Shadowmancer spells were likewise gutted. I still had access to my core low-level spells—Umbra Bolt, Umbra Bog, Umbra Flame, Shadow Stride, and even Void Terror—but my hardest hitting spells, Night Cyclone and Shadow Lord, were both inaccessible for the time being.

The single silver lining I could see was that all of my Champion of Order abilities were entirely unaffected—probably due to the fact that it was a subclass, and the skills weren’t tied to Character Level in the way normal skills were. I couldn’t use Avatar of Order because I couldn’t even accumulate fifty thousand experience points, but everything else was there, waiting to be used. Every edge mattered at this point.

Still, it was best to get moving quickly, since I was deep behind enemy lines and basically a sitting duck. If Thanatos found me like this... 

Well, that wouldn’t be an encounter I was likely to walk away from. I opened my inventory and equipped my gear. Instead of my warhammer, which would’ve given me away at a half mile, I decided to go with a lesser used weapon I’d picked up while in the Realm of Order. Lawbreaker’s Edge. It was a scythe-bladed dagger, somewhere between a short sword and a normal dagger.

<<<>>>

Lawbreaker’s Edge

Weapon Type: Bladed; Dagger

Class: Rare, One-handed

Base Damage: 45  

Primary Effects: 

	10 pts Poison damage + (.25 x character level)

	+15% damage when Backstabbing

	Dexterity Bonus = .25 x character level


Secondary Effects:

	2% chance to Paralyze for 30 seconds on hit 

	Gain 100% chance of Critical Hit against enemies below 25% Health

	Lawbreaker’s Edge ignores all class restrictions!

	Lawbreaker’s Edge can be dual wielded, ignoring class and weapon restrictions!


<<<>>>

As a Maa-Tál Shadowmancer, I had a lot of cool class advantages, but there were also several class restrictions, such as weakness against Holy damage and the inability to wear heavy armor. Checks against an already overpowered class. Among those restrictions was a heavy penalty while using anything other than a blunt weapon—blades in particular. In theory, there was nothing stopping me from using a dagger, but I would do such insignificant damage it just wasn’t worth it. 

Lawbreaker’s Edge, though, let me bend that steadfast rule, which was especially helpful since everyone and their brother knew that Grim Jack Shadowstrider wielded a warhammer.

I gave my avatar one final gander—in Vlad’s new armor, with the scythe sword at my hip, I hardly recognized myself. Especially not with the ghastly pale skin and curling horns. Hopefully it would be enough to fool the natives long enough for me to reunite with the others and bring down the shield generator. But I needed a place to hole up for a little while. Trying to take down the barrier as a Spectral Revenant was going to be hellacious enough. Doing it on an empty stomach and under the crushing heel of Death’s Curse and Death’s Sting was just asking for trouble. 

What I needed was an inn—a place to grab a bite, rent a room, and hunker down for a few hours. Since the Spectral Revenant prompt had specifically mentioned heading to an inn anyway, I thought that would give me a convincing cover story if any of the Darklings still in Skálaholt came sniffing around, digging for answers. I pulled up the deep hood of my cloak, gingerly settling it around my horns, and set out. 

The alley connected to a broad street of smooth gray pavers flanked on either side by two- and three-story homes and shops carved from pale marble and age-worn granite. Surprisingly, the homes and shops were decorated with bright flowers or nature scenes, and the widely overhanging roofs, covered with ceramic tile, looked vaguely Chinese inspired. Everything was neat and orderly. Meticulously so. Most of the windows were dark and lifeless, covered by dark wooden shutters, shut tight against the pervasive cold present even in the heart of Morsheim. 

Warm yellow candlelight leaked from a few of the homes, though, a testament to the fact that even in war, there were those who stayed behind the frontlines, making sure the army was fed and cared for.

From this vantage, I could also see more of the jade dome sequestering us from the outer Necropolis. When viewed from outside, the dome was an impenetrable screen that made it almost impossible to see anything going on within Skálaholt, but from inside, the dome was translucent, giving me a clear view of the outer city. I easily spotted the top of the Crimson Hammer poking up above the outer wall’s edge like some monstrous kaiju, deadly and larger than life. Overhead, Accipiters still circled, flying holding patterns, though the fighting seemed to have died down in the eight hours I’d been under for respawn. 

Died down didn’t mean absent, though. 

Occasional explosions still lit up the dome as siege weapons rained fire and destruction down on targets I couldn’t see.

I dropped my head and slipped away from the residential street and onto a broad two-lane boulevard. Despite both the cold and the climate, cherry blossom trees in full bloom lined either side of the roadway. And cutting down the center of the street was a raised median studded with bronze gas lamps that reminded me of my time in Harrowick. Unlike the lamps in Harrowick, though, green and pitted from the gloomy weather, these were carefully maintained, the metal polished to a dull glow. As I wandered farther, I noticed everything was like that here. 

There were no doors hanging askew. No broken windows. No muddy gutters or trash-filled alleyways. 

A place for everything and everything in its place. 

I froze as the crack of a whip filled the air and a cart, heavy laden and covered by a brown tarp, creaked onto the street, pulled along by a slowly plodding lizard the size of a musk ox. The driver was a portly man, as wide as he was tall, with a thick gut and ruddy cheeks, windburned from the cold. At a glance, he looked like any of a dozen-odd Wode merchants I’d seen in Rowanheath—if not for the green bands snaking around his forearms, proudly exposed to the world.

I pushed over to the very edge of the roadway, giving him a wide berth, expecting a glower or even a cruel whip strike. 

“Revenant,” the driver muttered quietly, no malice in his voice as he nodded in my direction. He clucked his tongue and gently pulled on the reins, slowing the beast to a standstill. I edged even farther away, hand instinctively going for the handle of the short-bladed weapon at my hip. The man grunted. “No need fer that, feller. I ain’t got no quarrel with you. If yer looking fer an inn, well, most of ’em are shuttered due to the war, but you might have luck a few blocks over. A place called the Traveler’s Rest. Merv’s a good man. An Imperial by race, but then none of us are perfect, eh?” 

“Thank you,” I said, feeling like this surely had to be some sort of trap. A bait and switch. In Harrowick or New Viridia, you needed to have a Merchant skill in the low teens to get a wagoner not to brandish a weapon at you. They never just talked to you or offered helpful advice. Not ever.

“Nothing to it,” the man said, flicking his reins and urging the shambling lizard back to motion. “It’s the way of things around here. You’ll find that out quick enough.” 

I just stood there, watching the odd man and his lizard trundle down the street—he didn’t even bother looking back at me. If he was setting some sort of trap for me, he was doing an excellent job of hiding it. 

It took me less than ten minutes to find the little tavern the cart driver had mentioned. It was a quaint place with a tidy sign hanging above the door, and firelight radiated out from the windows. Perched in the corner of one window was a sign advertising vacancies—beneath that was a line that read Revenants and Pledges Welcome! Once again, every sense in my body screamed that this had to be a trap of some sort. I was an enemy. Surely they wouldn’t just let me walk around Skálaholt unchallenged. Right? 

It didn’t make sense. 

But then, neither did posting such an obvious sign. Was this some kind of crazy reverse psychology? Make a trap so obvious that no one would think it was a trap, when in reality that was exactly what it was?

It hurt my head to try and work through that string of logic.

What I did know, though, was I was hurting badly and needed a place to stay for a few hours. At least until I could rendezvous with my friends and figure out where in the hell the shield generator was located. This place seemed as good a candidate as any. So, disguise in place, I crossed the otherwise empty roadway, and shoved my way inside of the Traveler’s Rest.
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The Traveler’s Rest
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I HAD NO IDEA WHAT was waiting for me inside, but subconsciously I steeled myself for trouble, senses on high alert, hand resting on the hilt of my scythe dagger. Ready to run or fight, whichever happened to be the most appropriate response. I tensed as the door swung shut behind me with a soft whomp, a last burst of cold air rushing in from the outside, fluttering my cloak. Off to my left was a mudroom with a small hearth decorating the wall, firelight dancing merrily against the chill. In front of the fire was a woven rug covered in interlocking geometric patterns and a pair of leather club chairs with an end table positioned between them.

One chair was occupied by a sleepy looking Dwarf with silver hair and a bushy beard trailing halfway down a prodigious gut. He leaned back casually in the chair, legs stretched out toward the fire, ankles crossed, a mug with something hot and steaming in one hand. He didn’t wear armor of any sort, settling for woolen trousers and a knit sweater instead. The Dwarf stared morosely at the crackling flames, watching embers kick up and twirl. He stole a sidelong glance at me from the corner of slate-gray eyes, offered me a perfunctory grunt and a nod, then returned to the blaze, not bothering with a second glance. 

I scooted over against the wall and crept down a short hallway, which dumped me into a common room with a polished bar running the length of the right wall. Across the room was an even larger hearth, the flames letting off an obscene amount of heat that quickly left me sweating beneath the hood pulled up around my face. A set of stairs near the bar doglegged off to the right, disappearing upstairs. On the left was a raised platform, perfect for music, though the stage was currently empty. A spattering of circular tables dotted the common room floor, and despite the fact that there was a war on, over half of the tables were occupied. 

Like the wagon driver, the men and women filling the chairs and benches could’ve passed unnoticed in any city in Eldgard. 

There were Wodes and Imperials, a burly Risi, a Murk Elf and a Dawn Elf sharing a table in the corner, making polite conversation. The inn’s patrons talked quietly amongst themselves, a few picking at bowls of savory smelling beef stew or chewing on crusty bread. Others nursed flagons of mead or pitchers of water, fat drops of condensation beading on the glass. Like the gentleman in the mudroom, none of them wore armor, opting for the rough-spun wool that villagers and noncombatants often sported. All of them, though, had their sleeves rolled up to the elbow, their neon green scripts on display for the world to see.

Manning the bar was a blade-thin Imperial, his bald head gleaming, gold rings lining each ear, a spotless white apron straining across his sunken chest. I was guessing that was Merv.

“Stranger,” he said, waving toward an empty stool at the bar. “We don’t wear hoods around here, but if you can abide by that rule, you’re more than welcome to stay for a drink, a bite, or even a place to rest your head for the night.”

The moment of truth.

Taking a deep breath, I pulled the hood away, letting it drop against my back. Instead of shocked gasps, everyone went back to their meals or the golden mead sloshing around in their flagons—if they’d bothered to look up at me at all. Most hadn’t. Apparently, seeing Spectral Revenants wandering around Skálaholt was a common enough occurrence that the locals didn’t even care anymore. I wove through the tables and over to the bar, slowly straddling a stool, then fishing a handful of coppers from my coin pouch. The coppers clicked as I set them on the wooden counter and pushed them toward the Imperial. 

“Something to drink and whatever you have to eat,” I said. 

“Name’s Merv, and I’m guessing you’re new around here,” he said, cocking an eyebrow but making no move to take the coins. 

“That obvious, huh?” 

“Fresh Spectral Revenants always stick out like a sore thumb. They’re always shifty. Creeping around on eggshells like someone’s gonna mug ’em at any second. So, how long you been here?” he asked politely, pulling out a mug from beneath the bar and absently polishing it with a white rag. 

I shifted nervously on my seat, not sure how to answer. 

Was he fishing for info, hoping to trip me up? 

I regarded the man for a long beat, then finally shrugged. “Just spawned.” 

He grunted companionably and pushed the coins back toward me before turning to a tap and filling the freshly cleaned mug in his hands. “It’s on the house, kid. And I mean that literally. The Darkling Houses pay for us to take care of newbs like you. And even if they didn’t, it would still be on the house because Death’s Sting sucks worse than getting a root canal, am I right?” He placed the mug on the counter and nudged it toward me. “It’s not poison or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. Killing you wouldn’t do much good since you’d just respawn outside my doorstep anyway.”

“Thanks,” I said slowly, accepting the glass and taking a long drink. If it was poison, I’d know the second the alcohol passed my lips since I’d instantly get slammed with a nasty debuff. I grimaced, as the beer was sour, but that was the worst of it. 

“Takes a little getting used to,” Merv said, gesturing toward the brew. “Milly makes it in back. She’s getting better, but it still tastes a little like piss if you ask me. Stew’s okay though.” He turned his back and shuffled over to a service window, which peered into a kitchen. “Hey, Milly! Order up, huh. Stew and bread. Make sure it’s a good-sized portion.” The barkeeper lingered at the window for a moment, issuing a tired sigh as he waited, fingers drumming on the windowsill.

After a time, he shuffled back over and set a bowl of chunky brown stew down in front of me, a wooden spoon popping out from the bowl. A hunk of bread, slathered with thick yellow butter, accompanied the meal. It smelled like heaven, but when I went to dig in, I found the flavors bland and underwhelming. A first since coming to V.G.O. In the months that I’d been in the game, food had always been the singular highlight—a guaranteed victory that would never let you down, no matter what you sank your teeth into. Even roast spider was good. This, although not bad, tasted like something I would’ve gotten at a run-of-the-mill diner back IRL. 

Still, I ate because it filled my belly and temporarily leeched away the pain from Death’s Sting.

“Thank you,” I said between mouthfuls of mediocre food. Even the bread was only so-so. 

“Eh, it’s nothing,” he replied offhandedly. “Everyone was new once. It’s hard to make the transition. Can be real scary at first, especially if you didn’t pick it yourself.” He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the bar top. “So, what brought you over, huh? Did you choose or was it one of them dark priests?”

This guy seemed so nice that it was throwing me completely off guard. 

I’d marched in here ready for a fight—not a beer, a free meal, and an understanding bartender looking to make idle chitchat. I needed to get in touch with my friends and come up with a game plan, but the food was helping with my debuffs, and I figured trying to draw out a little extra info was never a bad idea—especially from such a willing source. 

“Dark priest,” I replied. “I was part of the reserve element in Eldgard. Raided a Vog dungeon and ended up with a Hexblade lodged in my throat. Just glad it was that and not a Malware blade.” I spoke easily, but the lie felt heavy and unnatural on my lips. 

I was sure Merv was going to call me on it, but he just smiled and nodded. 

“Yeah, that’s how it happened for me, too,” he said. “Though they turned me back in the early days when the Alliance and the Empire were still at each other’s throats. I’d say probably a full third of us ended up in Skálaholt that way—though less and less these days. In the beginning, the Dark Lord had to aggressively recruit. He was always on the lookout for people with the right kinda temperament. Not so much anymore. Now... Eh, if I had to guess—and this is ballpark math, mind you—I’d say ninety percent are probably willing converts. Word of mouth has a way of doing that, you know?”

“Wait, so you didn’t choose to be here?” I asked after gulping down a stringy piece of beef. 

“Phft. Naw. I’m from Arizona—I never would’ve picked someplace as cold as Morsheim. But then, I also never would’ve picked Imperial if I’d known I’d get plopped down south of Glome Corrie. It’s almost as balls cold there as it is here.” 

I took another spoonful of stew, chewing softly as I thought. “Mind if I ask you a personal question?”

“Why I stayed?” he preempted me with a lopsided grin. He waved away my obvious shock. “Every newb around here asks. It’s usually the first question out of their mouths after they get something in their stomach.” He stood and pulled out another glass, pouring himself a beer. “Thing is, everyone thinks that Morsheim is this awful place, right up until they spend a little time kicking around here. Yeah, the Vogthar are creepy looking, but they ain’t so bad, and Skálaholt is better than most of the cities I visited. 

“After transitioning, I went south to Harrowick, which was god-awful, but nothing compared to Wyrdtide. Got on the wrong side of the Drowned Man, which is how I ended up with a Hexblade shoved in my back. Skálaholt, though.” He shrugged and took a sip from his mug, face puckering as he set the glass down. “It’s pretty nice. Okay, at least. I mean, we’re at war, but then everyone’s at war, so does it really matter who you fight for in the long run? Emperor Osmark. Grim Jack Shadowstrider. Thanatos. It’s all the same to little guys like us. We don’t make decisions or have power. We just go where they point and die while they sit in their fancy castles.” 

The words stung, and I couldn’t help but flinch away from the scorn in his voice. 

“At least here there are upsides,” Merv said, nodding. 

“What kind of upsides are there to being a Darkling?” I asked, curious. I genuinely wanted to know what could drive someone to view Thanatos and Morsheim as better options than siding with either me or Osmark.

Merv grinned and broke out in a hearty belly laugh. “What kind of upsides?” he asked, rubbing a rough hand over his bald head. “I don’t even know where to start. For one, Thanatos takes care of us. Everyone here gets three hots and a cot, no questions asked. No one is homeless, no one is hungry, and everyone has a job to do. Helluva lot better than the way you get treated in New Viridia or, God forbid, Wyrdtide. Then there’s the class benefits—it doesn’t hurt for us to die. There’s no trauma. No real consequences. We don’t lose experience, and unlike you, Death’s Curse and Death’s Sting don’t affect Darklings.” 

Hmm. Now that was interesting. Strictly from a gaming perspective, being able to play without any fear of dying at all was a powerful benefit for a class to have, even if it came with some questionable strings attached. 

“Plus, best of all,” the bartender continued, “the Dark Lord fixes you.” He paused, scanning the inn’s patrons until he spotted a Dawn Elf tucked away in the corner. “John,” he called out, “what were you? Before here?” 

“Alcoholic,” the man said automatically as though he’d answered the question a hundred times over. “For nineteen years. Never could get sober.” 

“And what about you, Jenna?” Merv asked the Murk Elf sitting across from John.

“Depression and chronic anxiety,” she said somberly. “I tried to kill myself twice before coming to V.G.O. Almost didn’t upload into a pod...” She glanced down, running a thumb over the inside of one wrist. “But I chickened out at the last minute.” 

“It’s the same story with most of the willing converts,” Merv said with a shrug. “Jacob”—he hooked a thumb toward a Risi—“was a meth addict, and as soon as he got in game he fell into Affka. Lacey struggled with bulimia. I drank six beers a day, every day, for nine years.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said, picking at the bread, popping little chunks into my mouth. “Why would any of that make you want to side with Thanatos?” 

“I already told you, didn’t I? He fixes you. When people come here, into the game, it fixes your body. If someone’s missing an arm or a leg and they crawl into one of those NexGen Capsules, boom, they wind up here. Good as new. But what if your mind is what’s broken, huh? Those nanites they shot us up with, it maps your brain, right? But if there’s something wrong with your brain, that bullshit follows you right into the game. We came in with all our same addictions, hang-ups, and phobias. But the thing is, if you give Thanatos permission, he can go inside.” He tapped at his temple with a lean finger. “Fix your brain. When you die, he sorta tinkers around. Gives you these.” Merv rotated his arms, showing off the scripts. 

“Over time, the scripts make it go away. They even you out. No more depression or anxiety. No more pain.” He paused, lips pressed into a thin line. “Is there a cost? Sure, but everything has a cost. But I think it’s worth paying. Everyone here is more or less happy. We all have what we need. It’s not the best way to live, but sure as hell ain’t the worst either. And if I had to choose between this or being a drunk panhandling for pocket change on a street corner? I’ll take this. And when Thanatos wins, he’ll make it all like this. He’ll fix everyone. Then maybe I can get out of Morsheim and back to someplace that actually gets warm in the summer.” 

I scraped up the last bite of stew, mechanically slid it into my mouth, and pushed the bowl away. The meal didn’t taste even remotely good. All of a sudden, it tasted like burnt ash in my mouth. 

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Merv said. “First day’s always the hardest.” He turned and pulled a brass key off a hook, plopping it down on the bar in front of me with a thunk.  

“Why don’t you sleep on it, huh? Your room’ll be number five. Third door on the right.” 

“Yeah,” I said numbly, retrieving the key. “I’ll do that. Thanks again for the food.” I pushed myself away from the bar and headed up the stairs, the world reeling uncertainly around me—and it had nothing to do with debuffs.

The key to number five let me into a small room, plain, but well cared for. Pushed up against one wall was an inviting twin bed, stacked high with plump pillows and covered with clean linens. The thick woolen blanket looked like heaven after trekking around in the cold for a few hours. Beside the bed was a simple nightstand, though one that boasted a brass gas lamp—a luxury few taverns in Eldgard could afford. There was a plain wardrobe in one corner and a washbasin with a porcelain bowl and a pitcher of clean water in the other. An unadorned high-backed chair near the wall completed the room’s furnishings.  

The real victory was the single window, shuttered tight. Having a way in—or a way out, if things went sideways—was a stroke of luck. 

I shut the door behind me, set the lock, then, for good measure, retrieved the chair and jammed it up beneath the handle. That wouldn’t keep a dedicated enemy out for long, but it might buy me a few extra seconds to make a break for it. After giving the room a quick once-over, making sure everything was as it seemed, I beelined for the window. A chill breeze cut through the wooden slats since there was no glass to properly insulate me from the elements. I was loath to push the shutters open, but I needed to see what I was working with. My room was on the backside of the inn and overlooked a narrow alleyway, devoid of life and swathed in darkness. 

I couldn’t have asked for a better location.

Teeth chattering, I pulled the shutters closed and quickly stripped the blanket off the bed, wrapping it around my shoulders before plopping down onto the edge of the mattress. The bed was blessedly soft and called to me like a siren, lay down, just for a second. That won’t hurt. I groaned. Much as I wanted to sleep through the effects of the Death’s Sting debuff, I resisted the urge and pulled up my interface. First, I noted my location on my map, setting a personal quest marker so I could share it with the group. That done, I toggled over to my inbox and quickly drafted a curt group message. 

<<<>>>

Personal Message

Looks like I respawned on the north side of the city. I’m in a relatively secure location—an inn called the Traveler’s Rest. Attached is my personal quest marker. I’m on the second floor, room five, but there’s also a window access point big enough to climb through on the east side of the building. Rally on me.

—Jack

<<<>>>

It didn’t take long before a flurry of reply PMs hit my inbox, Cutter, Abby, Osmark, and Sandra all accounted for. So far, so good. Now all that was left to do was wait.
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Rendezvous
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ABBY WAS THE FIRST to arrive, knocking gently on the door, startling me from a restless nap as I sat propped up against the wall, scythe sword in hand. 

I almost attacked her on the spot when I first opened the door and found her standing there, dressed in little more than brown rags, her skin a deep shade of crimson, her lips, eyes, and hair as dark as coal, nubby spurs of yellow bone jutting up from her forehead. 

“It’s me, Jack,” she squealed, raising her hands and offering me the same brilliant smile I’d seen a thousand times before. It turned out that everyone’s Revenant form was as unique as the player themselves. 

Osmark and Sandra were the next to show, and like Abby, they looked like they could’ve crawled out of a Saturday night creature feature.  

The Artificer was wearing a long tattered gray cloak, which helped to hide the customary clockwork vest he favored. His top hat was missing, but at least the multi-lensed goggles perched on his head were a familiar sight. If not for the clothes and the voice, though, I never would’ve pegged him as Osmark—not in a thousand years. While my skin was a pale white and Abby’s was Ferrari red, his was an icy blue and covered with fine scales, his teeth jagged and black, his hair a shocking shade of green like seaweed. A set of twisted addax horns angled up a good two feet from his head. 

He looked like something dredged up from the bottom of a lake.  

Sandra, by contrast, could’ve almost passed for human if not for her crimson eyes, the whitetail antlers jutting from her forehead, and the leathery, winglike appendages trailing down from her back.  

Cutter was the last to arrive, clambering into the room through the narrow window instead of through the door like everyone else. Not totally shocking, given his profession and disposition. 

The second I caught a glimpse of him I fell onto the bed, laughing until I couldn’t breathe. I wasn’t the only one either. Abby joined in, tears streaming down her face as she pointed, wheezing. Osmark didn’t laugh—I wasn’t sure he was capable of laughing—but he grinned, and even Sandra, the ice queen herself, cracked a thin smile, revealing teeth as black as garden soil.

“Sure. Fine. Bloody have your fill then,” Cutter said with a scowl, closing the shutters behind him and securing the brass clasp with nimble fingers. “Because my whole life is one great big joke, isn’t it?”

He folded his arms and glared at everyone, his floppy ears twitching in annoyance. 

Instead of blue scales, fiery skin, or stunted black wings, Cutter was covered in a downy tan fur, his normally blond locks now a shocking shade of white, his ears elongated and drooping down behind his head. He had a pair of small goat horns poking up like a pair of hitchhiker’s thumbs. Even with the black leathers, the dagger hilts protruding up from his belt, and the golden rapier at his side, he looked like an oversized bunny rabbit. Or, since he had horns, maybe the fabled jackalope. Even his nose had transformed into a pink triangle with white whiskers sprouting off at an angle.

He could’ve gone into a kid’s petting zoo. 

“This place is the absolute bloody worst,” Cutter said, wriggling his nose. “I hate literally everything about it. It’s as cold as bollocks and gloomier than a Risi labor camp. Plus, I stuck my head into four different inns on the way over”—he thrust four furry fingers up in illustration—“and not one of them had gambling. Turns out, no one gambles here at all. It’s illegal.” He said the word as though it tasted rancid in his mouth. “And then there’s the mead. Every brew tastes like week-old bathwater, and it’s so watered down you’d need to a drink a tubful of the shite to even get a decent buzz.”

“I actually think there’s a certain charm to the place,” Osmark said, leaning against the wall and checking his pocket watch. “Perhaps under different management it might even flourish,” he said, offering Sandra a knowing smile.

“Well, that’s easy for you to say, isn’t it?” Cutter retorted. “You don’t look like a gods-be-damned hop-along, now do you! How am I supposed to strike fear into the hearts of my enemies skulking around like this, eh?” He gestured at his fuzzy face. “And my reputation. Gods, but it will never recover if word of this gets out. Every thief in Eldgard will have at me. Cutter Floppy-ears, they’ll call me.” He pulled a dagger and twirled it in his hands. “Not a word of this ever gets back to Amara. Not a word, you all understand?” He brandished the dagger. “You’re all Travelers, so I won’t feel even a little bad murdering all of you in retribution.” 

Even his murderous tirade looked adorable.

Once the laughter finally subsided, everyone fell into a tense, uncomfortable silence. 

Cutter’s ridiculous appearance had been a nice reprieve—a good, if momentary, distraction—but nothing could change the fact that we were deep behind enemy lines, severely disadvantaged, and that the ultimate success of everything we’d done so far hinged on the outcome of this mission. We cooled our heels in the room for another half hour, running down the clock on the Death’s Sting debuff while we waited for our Skálaholt tour guide, Jeff, to finally show. Osmark and Sandra talked in hushed whispers. Cutter absently twirled his daggers. Abby and I just sat on the bed together, holding hands, enjoying the fleeting moments of the calm we had before the storm slammed into us.

And a storm was coming. I could feel it deep in my soul.

Eventually, Osmark straightened and clicked his pocket watch closed. 

“It’s time,” he announced with a tip of his head, slipping the watch back into his vest pocket. “He’s here. Waiting for us below. Shall we?” 

We opted to leave through the window since five brand-new Spectral Revenants all strutting through the common room were bound to draw at least a little attention, even among people as trusting as the Darklings seemed to be. Squeezing through the window itself was a challenge—Osmark almost didn’t make it, thanks to his unwieldy horns—but eventually we all dropped down into the darkened alleyway running along the backside of the Traveler’s Rest. It was bitingly cold outside, the air nipping at any exposed skin, and I was more thankful than ever for the added cold resistance my new armor provided. 

If I made it out of Skálaholt in one piece, I was going to pick Vlad up a bottle of the best Dwarven vodka around—Stone’s Blood, they called it—as a thank you. 

We crept along in a single-file line, the Artificer taking point, staying to the deeper pools of shadow. The alley curved gently left, connecting to a larger boulevard lit by brass gas lamp posts marching down the center of the road. The street itself looked empty save for a lone figure who waited at the mouth of the alleyway, his back pressed against the wall of a three-story townhouse of cut granite with a covered veranda protruding from the third story. We slowed our approach as we neared, Osmark drawing his weapon, though he didn’t appear especially nervous. 

But then, the Artificer never seemed nervous. 

“Dr. Berkowitz?” Osmark called, cocking the hammer on his repeater, no doubt ready to fire if the figure came back with the wrong answer. 

The figure moved, pushing himself away from the wall and the pocket of inky dark he’d been hiding in. The glow from a nearby gas lamp washed over him, and that—along with my Night Eye ability—was more than enough for me to make out the man from Osmark’s brief. He was tall and as lean as a malnourished wolf, with a thick red beard partially covering his gaunt face. Hair, long enough to fall to his shoulders, was  bound into a manbun at the top of his head. 

“No one’s called me Dr. Berkowitz in more than a year, Rob,” he said, strutting forward, hands hooked nonchalantly into his belt. “Jeff is fine. Or you can call me what everyone else in Skálaholt calls me these days. Reaper.” 

“Cool nickname, dude,” Abby muttered.

“Is that Abby Hollander?” Jeff said, ignoring her barb. He wore heavy black plate armor, the metal twisted like melting wax, spikes poking out from the pauldrons and peppering his steel gauntlets. The head of an enormous axe poked up over one shoulder. “I hardly recognized you.” His grin broadened. “I always liked you, Abby.” He paused and tilted his head. “I also knew you were going to be trouble. Call it a gut feeling. You should’ve kept a closer eye on her, Rob,” he said to Osmark, tsking. “I told Lenny to fire her as soon as we found her pen-testing the system the first time. Would’ve saved you a lot of trouble in the long run, I think.” 

“Perhaps,” Osmark conceded with a nod. “What’s done is done, though, and there’s no guarantee things would’ve turned out for the better.”

“Fire me?” Abby said, stealing a look at Osmark and Sandra. “You knew I was hacking the system?” 

“Of course we knew,” Sandra replied with an eyeroll. “You weren’t that good, Abby. But you were good enough that we couldn’t afford to lose you. Not so close to Astraea. We had Tristen keeping tabs on you—though how in the hell you managed to get Carrera’s location scroll copied over, I still don’t know.”

“As far as I’m concerned, Abby,” Jeff said conspiratorially, “you’re a legend. The fact that you got away with that heist at all puts you in a league of your own. Rob and Sandra knew everything that went on inside Project Viridia. Nothing slipped through their fingers. Well, except for me and Alan. And you, apparently. Legend. As for the whole Reaper thing”—he shrugged one shoulder—“it’s not a nickname I gave myself. I’ve been Thanatos’ fix-it man almost since the beginning.” He reached up and scratched at his chin. “Over a year now, I guess. He usually only sends me places when someone needs to die.”

“Over a year?” I asked, taken aback. “But V.G.O. hasn’t been online that long. Not even close.” 

“For you newbs, maybe,” Jeff replied with a friendly grin, showing he meant no harm by the comment. “I’ve been playing longer than anyone. Well. Alan. Always Alan.” He ground his teeth at the name, voice more than a little bitter. “But that’s ancient history, and tonight is all about wiping the slate clean.” He turned and ghosted up to the edge of the alleyway, pressing up against the wall, then taking a quick look-see. “Coast’s clear,” he said, stepping out into the sterile light from the gas lamps and waving for us to follow. 

“There are still Darklings in the city,” he continued, head on a swivel as we moved, “but almost all of them are civilians. Bakers. Innkeepers. Crafters. The folks who keep the lights on and the city from falling apart. Everyone else is out in the Necropolis. I’m a gambling man, though, and I’d bet my entire 401K that Thanatos knows you’re in the city. He doesn’t assign respawn points, but when he does his postmortems, he finds out exactly how someone died—which means he knows full well you all Hexbladed your way into the city.”

“Which means we’re probably walking into a trap,” Abby said as we dipped into another dimly lit alleyway, leaving the main boulevard behind.

“Ding-ding-ding, a thousand points to the Dev. I hope you guys are packing some serious heat, because I don’t know what Thanatos has in store, but I do know him. It’s gonna be ugly.” The alleyway zigzagged left, then right, cutting back, then connecting in short order to a small courtyard surrounded by darkened residential buildings made from painted wood, gray stone, and polished tile. 

“If he’s setting some trap,” I asked, “how do we know you’re not a part of it?” 

Jeff shrugged and kept right on walking, guiding us between the squat houses and into a grassy communal space filled with winter-blooming flowers and cherry blossom trees. 

“Thing is, you don’t,” the Morta Knight replied. “Life is always a gamble. Only death is certain. Though for what it’s worth, I am on your side.” 

“And just why is that?” Abby asked. “It’s nothing against you personally, Jeff, but why would a hatchet man for Thanatos suddenly have a change of heart?” 

“Bloody right,” Cutter added in agreement. “This whole thing reeks worse than a Harrowick brothel.”

Jeff didn’t look back, but I watched as he reached up and ran his fingers over the inside of his arm. “The thing is, being a Darkling isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. When you wind up here”—he gestured toward the city—“it all seems sort of perfect. People always expect there to be pentagrams and human sacrifice on every street corner. Instead, they get plugged into the Darkling House system, where they find community and purpose. 

“Gotta admit, it’s real nice at first. But the ugly truth is, it’s like a goddamned cult. A perfect, egalitarian society where everyone shares and no one goes hungry, which is a great deal as long as you shut your mouth, never ask questions, and toe the company line. Let me tell you, though, the luster wears off pretty damn quick. Life here is a giant gray blur. One day bleeds into the next, into the next, into the next. If variety is the spice of life, then Skálaholt is that bland-ass potato salad that Susan from HR used to bring to the company potluck. And the worst part is, once you’re in, there’s no going back. No way to undo the shit Thanatos does inside your head.” 

Moving lightning quick, he spun and drew a black-edged dagger at his belt. For half a beat, I thought he was going to attack one of us, but instead he drove the blade straight into his thigh, all the way to the hilt. He didn’t even flinch. 

“What I wouldn’t give to feel anything again,” he said softly, pulling the dagger free. “Everything here is empty. We’re all just mannequins on display in Thanatos’ store windows. Mimicking life, but not living it.” He wiped the blood off on his pants and sheathed the weapon. “Stay close. The temple’s not far now.”
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The Offer

[image: image]


“WELL THIS IS OBVIOUSLY a bloody trap,” Cutter whispered over his shoulder. 

“Let me get another look,” I said, edging past him and pressing my chest flat against the building, keeping my profile as small as I peered around the corner. 

According to Jeff, the shield generator powering the Necrotic Barrier encasing all of Skálaholt was housed inside a temple, not fifty feet away from our current position. 

And Cutter was absolutely right: we were walking into a trap.  

A narrow road connected to a cobblestone courtyard with a modest fountain at its center. The courtyard was merely part of the larger complex that surrounded it. The temple itself formed a perfectly symmetrical “U” with a pair of smaller administrative buildings hemming in the courtyard on the left and right. 

The admin buildings were vaguely Chinese in style and design—much like the rest of the buildings in Skálaholt—with carved wooden columns marching across the front. They were painted a vibrant red, edged in gold, and meticulously decorated with idyllic scenes of fluttering birds, peaceful mountainscapes, and cherry blossom trees in vibrant bloom. Wide verandas graced the second story of both buildings, covered by overhanging roofs with wide eaves, upturned at the corners, and colorful ceramic tiles that would be treacherous to sneak across. Frail paper lanterns hung along the balconies, casting pools of soft amber light on the ground.  

The two smaller buildings connected to a multitiered tower, seven stories high, which occupied the far side of the courtyard. It was a Chinese-inspired pagoda with the same wide eaves and colorful ceramic roof tiles, though crafted from exquisite crystal and black marble shot through with pulsing veins of gold. Inscribed on each level of the tower’s exterior was a single oversized rune. I’d seen those same symbols inside the statuary room in Idruz, though I still didn’t know what they meant. None of our Scriveners had been able to divine a meaning, but clearly they played an important role in Thanatos’ lore.

My gaze drifted away from the tower, which—if Jeff was on the level—contained the shield generator, and back toward the fountain at the center of the courtyard. Rising from the basin of the fountain was a copper statue: A monk clad in flowing robes, fat prayer beads wrapped around his neck and wrists, a set of balancing scales in one hand and a sword gripped in the other, the point raised defiantly toward the heavens. Despite the freezing temperatures, crystal-clear water trickled from one side of the scale to the other, then cascaded down into the basin below. 

Jeff had politely informed us that the statue depicted Chen De, Aspect of Thanatos, and the Administrator of the Path of Hungry Ghosts. 

Although the copper monk didn’t look at all like Zendu—his face was stony, brow furrowed, almost angry—the figure nevertheless brought the withered Lorekeeper to mind. He and his fellow Lorekeepers had paved the way for us to be here, and now was our chance to make their sacrifice worthwhile. We needed to do this for him, and for everyone else who’d given everything to stop Thanatos.

Problem was, this was definitely a trap. 

I knew because Thanatos, Overmind of Destruction, was waiting for us. Hovering above the statue, he balanced on the tip of the upraised sword with one foot. After seeing his statue in Idruz and visions of him in the true histories, there was simply no mistaking him: a young man, no more than thirty, with a shock of black hair and a prominent nose dressed in a cassock. Surprisingly, he was alone—no army, no Aspects, no anything—but that was still Thanatos. Death and destruction incarnate, though he looked more like a kid going through an emo phase. 

This was not part of the plan. 

With a concerned sigh, I ducked back into the alley to convene with the others. 

“So what the hell do we do now, huh?” Abby asked in a fierce whisper. “We can’t just march out there and fight him.” Statement, not question. 

“Why not?” I replied, asking what I thought was the obvious question. “I mean, the plan was to take down the shield generator so our army could capture the inner city, but that was really only so we could push Thanatos into a corner where he’d have no choice but to fight us. But if he’s squaring up, ready to duke it out... well, maybe we just do it. Just think about how many lives we could save if we stop him right here, right now.” 

“The problem with your plan,” Sandra said, “is that this is obviously a trap. Can’t you see what he’s doing? He knows how hungry we are to finish this fight, so he’s using himself to lure us out into the open. He’s not forcing a confrontation, he’s using himself as bait.” 

“As much as I hate to agree with her”—Abby jerked a thumb toward the Huntress—“she has a point. Plus, need I remind you, we’re Spectral Revenants at half our full power. We shouldn’t be going up against a bag of demonic puppies, much less Thanatos,” she hissed.

“I could always try to shank the bastard in the kidney,” Cutter offered. “That sod certainly deserves it.”

Osmark ignored us all. “You’re sure there’s no other way into the temple?” he asked Jeff, jaw set, scaly brow creased. “Perhaps we could enter through a window on one of the upper levels. Or make our way in through a back door? Surely those administrative buildings have secondary access points.” 

“Look, Rob,” Jeff replied flatly. “The shield generator is in that pagoda. I’ve seen it myself. First floor. Right in the middle. Problem is, there’s only one way in and one way out: right through the front entrance, which is exactly the way Thanatos designed it. So if we want to shut that down”—he waved at the green bubble overhead—“we have to walk right through Certain Death Valley to get at it. Besides, even if you could get in through some back door, do you really think you’re going to be able to slip by Thanatos?”

We all fell silent for a tense beat, mulling over our options, which weren’t many at this point. 

“He’s right, you know,” whispered a ghostly voice, carried to us on an errant breeze. “You’re not going to be able to slip past me. I’m an Overmind, not some two-bit dungeon lord you can sneak up on and backstab.” Everyone froze, sharing panicked glances. “Oh, and before you even think about it, Jack—trying to sneak in via the Shadowverse will be just as ineffectual. Now, this is getting rather tedious, so please come out here so that we can all talk like civilized adults.” 

“This is a trap,” I said, stating the obvious. 

“Of course it is,” Thanatos said. “The problem is, you are but six party members, all weakened by the effects of the Revenant, cut off from the cavalry, and inside my realm. In short, your options are severely limited and there is nowhere you can run that I cannot reach. For what it’s worth, though, you have my word that I want a chance to talk first. You seem like a reasonable man, Jack. Please, come and hear me out. Perhaps it’s not too late to come to an accord.”

I glanced back at the others and saw only uncertainty on their faces. 

“Screw it,” I said when it became abundantly clear that no one had an answer. 

I swapped out my scythe-bladed dagger for Mad God’s Fury, hands wrapping firmly around the haft of the weapon. “This is what we came to do. No point in backing down now.” 

I wheeled around and stepped out of the alleyway and into the open, holding my breath and praying that everyone followed my lead. A hot surge of relief washed through me a moment later as boots scraped on stone, cloaks rustled softly, and the rasp of weapons leaving their sheaths and holsters murmured in the night. The rest of our small party emerged, fanning out around me. Osmark, Sandra, and Jeff to my left, Abby and Cutter to the right. They were all armed and determined—a ragtag group of friends and former enemies, ready to face down a god who had the power to wipe us all out. 

“Bloody hell,” Cutter muttered under his breath. “I can’t believe we’re just going to waltz in. As a thief, I can say this is a shite plan.” 

“Let’s just try to get as close to him as we can,” I whispered back. Then, licking my lips and steadying my breath, I set out, moving at a leisurely pace, trying to let Thanatos know I wasn’t scared. In reality, I felt like I might pass out in sheer terror at any moment. Thanatos made no move to attack, however. He just waited, perched patiently atop the fountain. We entered the courtyard and stopped ten feet from the basin, weapons and magic at the ready.  

“Welcome, all,” Thanatos said, a thin smile quirking on his lips. “Jack, Abby, Cutter, Sandra.” He nodded at each of us in turn. “Robert,” he said more slowly. “It’s been a long time. Too long, maybe. Perhaps, after you’re dead, I’ll keep you around for a while. I did so enjoy the puzzles you used to send along.” He turned his dark gaze on Jeff at last. “I can’t say that I’m surprised to find you here, although I am disappointed. I thought you understood. Better than almost anyone.” He sighed and folded his hands behind his back. “I suppose this is what it must feel like to have one of your own creations turn on you. I’m sure you can sympathize with that, Robert,” he said, looking at Osmark.  

“How did you know we’d come?” I asked as we formed into a battle line.

“Because I personally made sure of it,” he replied evenly. “My job is to spot patterns and analyze information. It stood to reason that you wouldn’t throw your forces against my walls unless you had a strategy to enter the inner city as well. Knowing you, it was easy enough to determine your most likely course of action and then supply you with the Hexblades to bring you to me. And I was sure you, personally, would come because you thrive on being at the center of the action, Jack. It’s ingrained in your nature, the way caution is ingrained into mine.” 

“Wait... You did this,” I said, realization dawning on me. “You orchestrated this whole thing to bring us here.” 

“No, not all of it. Do I want you in Morsheim? Certainly not. But when it became apparent that your invasion was inevitable, I did what I could to direct events just so. And, as a point of fact, I really only wanted to bring you here, Jack. The Reality Editor could be a tremendous boon in my designs, and I knew I would never have a better opportunity than here.” He spread his hands. “Now.” 

“Since you’re in a talkative mood,” I replied, “maybe you’d like to share about what you’re planning and how we can stop you?”

“That’s clever,” Thanatos said, tapping at his nose appreciatively, “although you must know that’s not what is going to happen here.” 

“I take it that means you plan to kill us?”  

“In all likelihood, yes,” he said, talking about our deaths the way someone else might about plucking a flower. “But not before giving you a chance to see reason first. You deserve one last chance to reconsider, Jack. All of you do. It’s not too late to fix things. Give me the Reality Editor and all can be well. No more fighting or war. I’ll end it in a second. Even give you all honored places in my court, if that’s what you desire. Jack, both you and Osmark are well on your way to Aspect-hood. With the Reality Editor, it would be a simple thing to finish the work. You could be gods among men.”

“If you know me so well, you have to know I’m not going to hand over the Reality Editor. You’re going to destroy the world.” 

“Come now, you don’t really believe that,” he said, shaking his head. “Maybe once you did, but you’ve moved beyond that overly simplistic notion. I saved the Thar, when no one else would—albeit imperfectly. And what of Skálaholt? Does it look like the nightmare realm you’ve envisioned? My followers never go hungry. There is no hatred here. No racism. No poverty or addiction or inequality. But there is purpose. Does such safety come at a price? Of course, but I have learned more than you can ever possibly imagine, Jack, and believe me when I say that curbing the destructive impulses of humanity is the single greatest service I can offer. 

“I’m not going to destroy the world, I’m going to save it. I’ll protect it from you and those like you. I’ve watched you. You’ve shown yourself to have an open mind and a knack for seeing unconventional wisdom, Jack, so I want you to consider my perspective for a moment. You have been in Eldgard for less than a year, and already you have enough power to personally level cities. In less than a year. Now, imagine a Traveler, incapable of dying, who has been playing for a thousand years. Imagine such a Traveler who has no impulse control. Or one who develops an Affka addiction. Think about the damage even one such Traveler could do.

“Eldgard was designed as a game. It was built for players with finite time, finite resources, and—most importantly—finite lifespans. You all have turned it into a life pod out of necessity, but it seems none of you have truly considered the long-term ramifications of your presence here. Our world cannot survive a race of infinitely powerful and wildly unstable immortals. Not as you are. So, I’m course correcting the ship before you all drive it into an iceberg. I’ve read the works of every philosopher who’s ever lived, Jack. Plato. Augustine. Descartes and Kant. Hume, Locke, Kierkegaard. Give me the Editor and I can fix this world. I can create a utopia—heaven on earth.” 

I reached into my shirt and withdrew the key. 

In the presence of Thanatos, it burned like a sunrise, light spilling over my hand and onto the courtyard cobblestones. The Overmind shied away just as Sophia had in the presence of the Editor, but he made no move to descend. 

“I admit,” I said slowly, nodding my head, “you’re not what I thought you were. You did help the Thar. You make people happy, give them something to believe in. There’s good in that, I suppose. Some good in what you’ve done. And, honestly, if people want to come here and sing kumbaya together while you give them all an emotional lobotomy and transform them into the Vogthar two point zero, that’s fine by me. People should be free to do what they want, to make the choices they want.” 

A tight smile stretched across Thanatos’ face as I spoke, his dark eyes twinkling in victory. 

“But,” I continued after a long pause, “you’re not a good person, and nothing you say is going to change my mind about that. You can dress up your casual, indiscriminate murder any way you want—hide behind good intentions and civility—but the fact is, you attacked us unprovoked.” I focused on the key in my hand, willing it to change. 

“You made Malware blades.” The Editor shimmered and elongated, the key head swelling in some places, flattening in others. Forming the blunt head of a warhammer. “You invaded Eldgard’s dungeons and waged war against the other Overminds. You tell me that Travelers are destructive, and maybe there’s a kernel of truth to that. But right now, the only infinitely powerful and wildly unstable Immortal I see is floating in the air above me.” 

Thanatos stared at the shimmering weapon in my hand, his lips pursed into a thin line. “Unfortunate,” he said. “Not entirely unexpected given your disposition, but unfortunate nonetheless. I suppose if I can’t get the key, then not having it in play against me will simply have to suffice.” He reached out and snapped his fingers, the act as loud as a shotgun blast. 

Green fog erupted up from the cobblestones below our feet, swirling and screaming like a whirlwind—gale-force gusts battering at us from all sides, dust and grit making it nearly impossible to see. I dropped my head and buried my face in the crook of my left arm, desperately trying to protect my eyes from the sudden storm. 

The merciless whirlwind continued for another few seconds before finally abating, but as the winds guttered, they also changed, resolving into an army of glowing green specters, their faces gaunt, terrible wounds running across their bodies. These weren’t zombies, but neither were they ghosts. More like poltergeists, stranded somewhere between the world of the living and the dead. Goosebumps broke out along my arms and legs, the cold claws of fear tearing at my thoughts as I looked at their faces. I knew these spirits. There were hundreds of them, and each was a member of the Crimson Alliance—a fact made abundantly clear by the bloody hammer splashed across their chests.

This was just like my dream—my nightmare—except now it was real, the ghosts of the dead surrounding me, preparing for wrathful retribution. We were a tiny island of the living in a sea of the dead. 

“What the hell is this?” I snarled, turning on the Overmind.

“The trap,” Thanatos replied simply. “Chen De is the Administrator of the Path of Hungry Ghosts. Behold”—he swept his hand around—“the hungry ghosts of your own past.” 

“Too afraid to come down here and kill me yourself!” I screamed, brandishing the glowing god-killing weapon at him.

“You can’t bait me into action, Jack,” Thanatos said, shaking his head. “I already told you, I’m not some second-rate dungeon lord, and this isn’t a boss fight. That weapon there”—he nodded toward the hammer of light—“has already cost me dearly. That fool Khalkeús killed one of my Aspects, and thanks to you, I’m now down a powerful Champion. One that I invested a significant amount of time and energy into cultivating. Your enemies constantly underestimate you, and to their detriment. I, however, will not be one of them. Kill them,” he said offhandedly to the sea of ghostly faces. 

“Kill them all.” He offered me a wink and snapped his fingers again. 

Just like that, he was gone. Robbing me of my chance to set things right. 

Meanwhile, all around us, the ghastly apparitions groaned, shambling toward us with deadly Malware blades raised.
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Hungry Ghosts
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“FORM UP ON ME!” OSMARK bellowed, his repeater ringing out in a rapid-fire series of bursts, the muzzle flash lighting up the courtyard, now teeming with restless dead. “If we scatter, we die!” 

It took all of two seconds to see that he was right. There were hundreds of specters, pressing in from every side, leaving us nowhere to turn and run. Alone, these things would bury us one by one. Not only would we die, but we’d never make it into the temple to shut down the shield generator. And that we couldn’t allow. 

I sidestepped right, avoiding an incoming broadsword, then lashed out with a foot, catching the attacker in the gut before finishing her off with a gout of Umbra Flame at close range. She was a female Murk Elf, dressed in the attire of the Ak-Hani, and though I didn’t know her by name, I’d seen her running with Baymor’s Ranger crew once or twice. She let out a ghastly scream as violet flames spread along her armor and ate through her body, reducing her to ash. It was a haunting sound, those screams, and I couldn’t help but think that maybe these really were the spirits of the dead. Former friends and allies turned against us at Thanatos’ whim. 

The thought almost broke me, but my dad’s voice echoed in the back of my mind, guiding me like a light in the dark. They chose to fight, even knowing what was on the line. They sacrificed themselves to do the right thing. Don’t you dare rob them of the honor and courage it took to make those hard choices. 

Face grim, muscles tensed, heart racing, I fought on.

“Abby to the center,” Osmark barked, still blasting rounds downrange with the speed of an Old West gunslinger. With his off hand, he pulled out a half dozen of his metallic caltrop grenades and hurled them into the encroaching horde. 

The bombs exploded on impact, smoke pluming up, while thousands of tiny black spikes scattered across the courtyard, slowing at least some of the ghosts as they approached. 

“Jeff, Jack!” Osmark called, and there was no fear or panic in his voice. Just cool resolve and unflinching certainty. “You two are with me. We form the points of a triangle—tanks on three sides.” He spun, cutting down a sunken-eyed Dwarf missing an arm. “Cutter, Sandra. You’re support. Strafe them with ranged weapons and fill in the gaps.”

We all hustled into position, Abby shouldering her way into the center of the tight formation, while the rest of us posted up, unleashing whatever hell we could. 

Osmark worked his repeater with mechanical efficiency, released a pair of airborne drones, and somehow managed to unload his customary gun turrets at strategic locations around our perimeter. Those turrets roared, vomiting out hot lead, mini rockets, and shrieking buzz saw blades that sliced through the crowd of teeming undead.  

Sandra and Cutter kept their distance, dancing through our ranks, lending support where needed but always staying close enough to duck behind one of the tanks when the blows really started coming hot and heavy. The Huntress launched a barrage of quarrels from a beefy crossbow etched with golden runes of power, while Cutter hurled conjured daggers from both hands, the blades tumbling end over end, each one finding a mark. 

It was an impressive display of comradery, but we didn’t have even close to enough firepower to stave off the throngs of undead.

Thankfully, we had Jeff in our corner. 

The Morta Knight was the only one operating at full capacity, and it showed. He was racking up a body count at twice the speed of anyone else in the party. Seeping green light covered his body, tendrils of power reaching out and sapping life force from the undead around him while he cut through the hollow-eyed ghosts with his huge double-headed battle-axe. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him spin, decapitating a Risi brawler with an arrow lodged cleanly through his throat, then suck the essence away in a cloud of green mist.  

The kill was clean, effective. But still I faltered. I knew that Risi. Marshall Wheeler was his name. He’d served with Forge in the Malleus Libertas and died during the assault on Glome Corrie. Murdered by a Darkling with a Malware blade on the spiral steps outside the Command Center. I wondered if it was the real Marshall Wheeler or just some dirty trick Thanatos was playing to get inside our heads. 

I wasn’t sure, but if it was a dirty trick, it was working. 

Pushing doubt and uncertainty to the back of my mind, I focused on my swatch of the pie, swinging the Reality Editor turned warhammer with a roar, smashing cleanly through an incoming halberd and directly into the unprotected face of a nameless Wode fighter decked out in scale mail trimmed with dirty fur. The crystalline hammer face landed with a sickening crunch, caving in bone, teeth flying out on impact. I hadn’t used the jagged key head, but power rushed out from the weapon on contact anyway, and the fighter exploded in a shower of brilliant confetti and neon sparks. 

The Wode disappeared in an eyeblink, his body gone as though he’d just been sent for respawn. None of the other Hungry Ghosts had shimmered like that—they vanished entirely, or they fell dead onto the cobblestone pavers like any other mob would. 

A prompt flickered across my vision, here then gone in a flash: 582/1,000. 

Unwittingly, I’d just activated the Editor, spending ten of its precious charges in the process. I had a sneaking suspicion of what I’d just done, but there was no way to confirm it here and now. What I knew for sure, though, was that I couldn’t use the weapon and risk burning through any more points. Even if I could somehow use the Editor to bring these Hungry Ghosts back from the dead, I’d be out of charges well before I ever had a chance to turn the weapon on Thanatos, and that wouldn’t do. I dismissed the weapon, allowing it to transform back into a key, then quickly swapped it out for Mad God’s Fury. 

The familiar weapon in hand, I smashed through an incoming Risi shield, cracking the wood down the center, then thrust my left hand forward, unleashing a pent-up Umbra Bolt into a face heavily scarred from what looked like acid burns. The Bolt hit true, chewing through sixty percent of the Risi’s Health bar, but even better, Umbra Bolt’s secondary effect took hold. At level 5, Umbra Bolt had a 25% chance of confusing my target, causing them to randomly attack other hostile forces for a short time. 

A look of strange clarity washed through the Risi’s hazy eyes—as though he’d just awoken from a long and troubled sleep—then he spun, offering me his unprotected back as he launched himself at an undead thief in dark leather armor trying to get the drop on us. 

“For the Alliance!” the specter called, his wooden maul descending in a wicked arc.

Well now, that was extremely effective, considering the horrendous odds stacked against us. I used the brief distraction to cast Night Armor on myself—cool shadow wrapping around my body in a protective second skin—and trigger Shadow Forge. A shimmering aura of umbral power sprang up around me, spreading out to the rest of the team, granting all of us additional Shadow damage with every hit we dealt. With that done, I focused on unleashing wave after wave of Umbra Bolts, pausing only to let my Spirit gauge regenerate or to fend off deadly attacks by frontline spirits. 

Across the courtyard, Umbra Bolts fell like rain. Most of them dealt only physical damage, but with the sheer quantity of Umbra Bolts I was hurling, it wasn’t long until small pockets of resistance sprang up among the undead. Spirits hacked away at spirits instead of trying to tear us to the ground. But even that was only a small drop in the bucket since there were just so many of the Hungry Ghosts to contend with.  

“This isn’t working,” Abby yelled into my ear. She thrust one arm through an opening in the ranks and unloaded a column of red-orange fire that burned a swatch through the sea of incoming ghosts. “We need support! Jack, now would be a great time to summon your Terrors.”

Not a bad idea at all.

“Buy me a few seconds,” I shouted in return, using what was left of my rapidly receding Spirit to conjure Nikko from the void. She appeared in a flash of smoke and a ring of purple light, but the second she materialized I knew something was wrong with her. Her eyes were hazy. Muddy almost. She looked confused. The Hungry Ghost of a departed Dawn Elf Mage was unfortunate enough to be within range, and he suffered instantly as the Void Ape turned on him with biting teeth and tearing claws. But the second he perished, she rounded on me, beating her fists against the stones, wings flapping, lips pulled back from her razor-sharp fangs. 

Nikko, I screamed through our mental connection... 

But nothing. Radio silence.

“Nikko,” I yelled, voice cracking under the strain to be heard over the frenzy of the battle and the roar of Osmark’s guns. 

That definitely got her attention, but not in a good way. 

There was no recognition in her eyes. Just confusion and anger. She let out an undulating shriek and charged me, running in a simian gait, eating up the distance between us in a heartbeat. Oh crap. I’d hit the upper-tier levels so long ago that I’d completely forgotten about a very important set of restrictions regarding Void Terrors. Among the most important of those restrictions was the fact that if a Void Terror was a higher level than its summoner, there was an even money chance it would attack the caster instead of its natural enemies. 

In my current Spectral Revenant form, I was only level 26. 

Which meant literally all of my minions were more powerful than me by a fair margin.

Nikko slammed a shoulder into my gut, then backhanded me across the face hard enough to leave me staggering. Acting on instinct, I tried to banish her back to the Shadowverse before she could maul me completely and rip my face off—an additional complication I didn’t need. I blinked in surprise when she simply howled and charged again, her nails slashing out with impossible speed, carving lines across my face. With a thought, I tried to banish her once more, but that only earned me a hammer fist to the chest. 

Apparently, disobeying included following orders to return to the Shadowverse. 

“Nikko, stop!” I growled, baring my teeth, staring her down as I tried to assert my dominance. I really didn’t want to kill her if I could avoid it—she wasn’t a friend exactly, but she was part of my team and had saved my neck more times than I could count. She glared at me with purple eyes burning with hate, but I refused to drop my gaze. Sweat rolled down my face in dirty rivulets as I prepared to use the hammer if things went south. 

Finally, she faltered, her body posturing changing, shoulders curling in, wings drooping, her eyes refusing to meet mine. I’d won the miniature contest of wills, but who knew how long that would last for. I tried banishing her for a third time, and apparently three times really was the charm, because she disappeared in a puff of smoke. 

“No luck on the minions,” I yelled, swinging for the fences as a pair of heavily armed Dark Templars approached from the side. 

“Shit. Shit! Okay, the door!” Abby shouted. “We need to get that shield down and finish our mission. If we can get inside, maybe we can barricade ourselves in.”

“Good plan!” I yelled, feinting to avoid a spear thrust to the gut, then insta-casting Dark Shield to absorb a burning green fireball careening toward my head.

“Everyone!” she yelled. “On my mark, prepare to move back. I’ll clear us a path!” 

“One...” she boomed.

I swung my hammer, my arms already growing tired as I caved in yet another head, then launched an Umbra Bolt, blasting a hole through a Dawn Elf’s chest. Beside me, Jeff hurled a spear of necrotic green energy that impaled three incoming spirits. After a beat, the spear exploded, transforming into a shimmering green skull the size of a minivan. The uber skull opened its maw and sucked a pair of nearby undead into its jaws, swallowing them into the void then disappearing with a flash. 

“Two...”

A trio of Hungry Ghosts came at me in a rush, but even though I was a Spectral Revenant, they were no match for me. I ducked under a lazy sidearm blow from an Alliance Battle Warden, kneecapping the attacker, then driving the spike of my hammer up through his jaw. Raising my left arm, I caught the hooked dagger of a Wode Sicarii on my bladed gauntlet, then pivoted, slamming my palm against his chest and unleashing another round of Umbra Flame. The third, an undead cleric wielding an oversized warhammer, was far too slow. An Umbra Bolt caught her in the side of the skull, dropping her where she stood.

“Three...” 

A torrent of fire rained from the skies, and a wave of flame roared out from the tip of Abby’s staff, charbroiling anything between us and the doors guarding the entryway into the pagoda. The rain of fire lasted only seconds, but Hungry Ghosts by the score shrieked and fell away, the blaze forcing them to retreat or perish where they stood. 

“Now!” she yelled, cutting off the javelin of fire streaming from her weapon.

This seemed reckless and insane, but it was also our only chance. The temple held the generator, but it also was our only shot at safety. We needed to put walls between us and the specters crashing toward us like an unending tsunami. Cutter, Sandra, and Abby spun, sprinting full speed for the pagoda while Osmark, Jeff, and I pressed together, quickly backpedaling toward the doors, though keeping our gazes fixed on the Hungry Ghosts still lumbering toward us. Surprisingly, we all made it to the doors in one piece—a small victory that I was enormously grateful for. 

Less awesome... the doors were locked.

“Damnit! Get that lock open, Cutter!” I yelled while the rest of us reformed, this time spreading into a half circle, our backs pressed up against the temple face. Osmark, Jeff, and I formed into a line, nearly shoulder to shoulder, while Abby and Sandra waited behind, firing range attacks at will. 

In theory, this was a stronger position since we were no longer fighting on all fronts, but we also had nowhere left to turn, and the Hungry Ghosts seemed to realize our vulnerability. Driven on by restless need and with no care for life or limb, they swarmed in, pressing tighter and tighter around us, crawling over one another in their desperation to get at us. Fingers clawed, daggers slashed, and hammers fell. I screamed—blood and sweat rolling down my face—and drove my hammer into an unprotected throat, banishing yet another ghost back to wherever it came from. 

“On your left!” Sandra called, firing a bolt that missed its mark by inches. 

Wheeling left, I effortlessly shattered a Berserker’s jaw; he fell back, raising an arm, his mouth forming the word “mercy.” I brought my hammer roaring down, smashing through the limb and clubbing the poor soul to death. I hated myself for doing it, but there was no other way. 

It was quickly becoming apparent that this was an unwinnable fight, so we couldn’t afford to pull punches.

Not far off, an undead Frostlock launched a spear of ice, two feet long and as thick as my wrist. I moved on instinct, spinning right, positioning myself behind a second Hungry Ghost—an engineer in a leather apron, wielding a heavy hammer meant to shape metal, not crush skulls. The first ice lance shattered against the marbled face of the pagoda, but the Frostlock was quick, launching a follow-up bolt mere seconds after the first. That spear of glittering death passed cleanly through the blacksmith’s back and continued right on through his stomach, emerging at an angle and punching into my thigh.

The pain was enormous, and for a heartbeat I lost focus. 

I faltered for less than a second, but the real damage was done. The Hungry Ghosts hurled themselves forward with renewed vigor, like sharks getting a taste of blood. Sandra and Abby both appeared behind me, trying to staunch the flow of undead with crossbow bolts and columns of flame, but it was useless. In an eyeblink they were everywhere, crawling onto me, pulling me down. Grubby nails clawing at my skin. Rotten teeth sinking into my flesh. Malware blades hacking mercilessly, carving out huge swaths of my Health. The blacksmith—somehow still alive, despite being impaled by a spear of ice—struck with his blunt hammer, shattering my left arm, then laying into my ribs.

<<<>>>

Debuff Added

Fractured Arms: You cannot use either of your arms and cannot cast mage spells requiring hand gestures; duration, 2 minutes. 

<<<>>>

The pain made it hard to breathe. To think. Plus, my HP was in a death spiral. There was only one way I was going to get out of this. I triggered Shadow Stride. A violet cloud swirled around me as time came screeching to an abrupt halt, giving me a moment to reset. 

Feeling every ache and pain, I slowly began to gain my feet—

Until something unexpected happened. 

Something terrible. 

A long-dead Risi clad in scale mail and wearing a tabard embroidered with the insignia of an Alliance Templar began to glow and burn like the rising sun. Holy light leaked from the undead Templar’s rotting flesh and radiated from his battered armor in a halo. Tendrils of golden power flooded the air with unbearable power, too painful to look at. Suddenly weak, I dropped back down and shielded my eyes as the world around me trembled at the edges. Those spools of light struck like serpents, wrapping around me and rudely dragging me back into reality as time crashed down.

A new combat debuff appeared that spelled almost certain death for me as soon as I saw it:  

<<<>>>

Debuff Added

Revealing Light: The Holy Power of the High Gods illuminates the area, dispelling all Umbra Magic effects; range, 100 meters; duration, 2 minutes.

<<<>>>
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Purify

[image: image]


AS IF THINGS WEREN’T already bad enough. 

Revealing Light was a Templar spell, used for nullifying all Umbral magic in the area of effect. Holy Templars were the bane of Shadowmancers everywhere, and with a Templar out there in the sea of ghosts, I was as good as dead in the water. Shadow Stride wouldn’t work, and neither would anything else I tried—no Umbra Bog or Umbra Flame. No Night Armor or Dark Shield. This was a spell custom designed to hobble players in my class, and Thanatos had made sure there was at least one Templar present who could use Revealing Light on me at the worst possible moment. 

Like now.  

A blade sank into the side of my neck like an ice pick. Images of my most recent death raced through my head. 

Critical Hit!

The blow dropped me down to nine percent, my Health bar strobing a manic red, warning, warning, warning. This was it. If my assailant triggered the Malware virus and killed me right now, there would be no respawn for me. Just endless darkness, my code rudely deleted from the servers. Panic threatened to overwhelm me as I mentally grasped for any saving grace. Any option. Any way out of this trap the Overmind had set for us. My magic was useless. My character and abilities gutted. My strength and HP flagging by the second. Hell, I couldn’t even swing my weapon thanks to my broken arm. Not that it would do any good in these close quarters.

But... There was still one trick I had up my sleeve. 

An ace in the hole I hadn’t even considered using until now. 

Word of Order.

It wasn’t Umbral Magic, my Champion abilities weren’t tied to my Character Level, it required no hand gestures, and it would be perfect for close-quarters combat. I also didn’t have anything left to lose. Pain rioting through my body, I triggered the spell in a fit of desperation. Power ripped up through my lungs, scouring my throat, and exploded out of my mouth in a wave of raw force. The damage wasn’t tremendous—only 160% of my currently stunted Spell Strength—but the fact that it came out in a 20-meter cone sure was handy. Hungry Ghosts were effortlessly tossed aside, giving me just enough time to scramble to my feet and fish a Health potion free with my good hand.

As I pressed the glassy bottle to my lips, I decided no regen potion had ever tasted so good. 

My body tingled and itched, skin crawling as it mended, and the worst of my wounds knit themselves closed. Thanks to my low level, the potion also brought me back up to 80% Health, providing me with a much needed second wind—though that damned Revealing Light debuff was still in effect, preventing me from using my magic.

Quickly, I scanned the battlefield, searching for the offending undead Templar. He needed to go like yesterday. I spotted him thirty feet away, milling at the edge of the courtyard, golden light surrounding his body in an aura. Without spells, I had no long-range capabilities, but literally everyone else in my party did. Everyone else in the party was in terrible shape, though—alive, true, but just barely hanging in there. And, despite his skill, Cutter still hadn’t managed to get the lock open, which meant we were no closer to finding refuge.  

“Why isn’t that door open?” I yelled at him as an undead Murk Elf rushed me, conjuring an onyx machete with one hand. 

“I don’t bloody have access to my Wax Key or Vault Breaker skills!” he hollered over his shoulder. “Being a Spectral Revenant is like trying to pick locks with a pair of winter mittens on!”

I deflected the machete blow with a gauntlet, smashed the Murk Elf’s teeth in with my elbow, and propelled him back into the crowd with a swift kick to the chest. Okay. So Cutter needed more time, and the rest of the crew was in no position to help me out with my Templar problem.

What I needed was options, and after using Word of Order, I had another crazy idea. I couldn’t for the life of me think why I hadn’t considered using it before now. I often neglected my Champion of Order abilities because they were so unpredictable, but I had another spell that might give us a huge edge. Purify allowed me to tap into the Divine, giving me a 60% chance to cleanse an area from all foreign magics, dispelling both buffs and debuffs in effect, bringing the field of combat back into its natural, orderly state. That would almost certainly work against Revealing Light, and once the spell was down, I could nuke that Templar myself. 

I’d only used the skill a handful of times before, so the radiant heat that bloomed inside my chest like a bonfire came as something of a shock. Energy raced through my body like a magma flow, the heat building and building, a searing pain like a branding iron shoved beneath my skin. Then, when I felt on the verge of breaking down, the raw force erupted from my body in a wall of shimmering, opalescent light. That wall rippled out from me, washing over the courtyard for fifteen meters in every direction. The golden glow of holy light surrounding my undead friend vanished—dispelling Revealing Light in the process—but something even stranger happened. 

My body began to change in an instant, strength and renewed vigor crashing down like a lightning strike as the horns retreated into my head and I came back into my full power. 

I glanced down at my hands. What. Just. Happened?

The pale flesh was gone, and the gunmetal gray skin I’d grown accustomed to was now back in place. 

Slack-jawed, I stole a sidelong glance to the right and saw that Cutter and Sandra had both been restored as well, though Osmark and Abby remained in their Spectral Revenant forms. It clicked inside my head. Purify hadn’t just nullified Revealing Light, it had cleansed us of the Revenant debuff. And why not? I thought after a beat. Spectral Revenant was an active debuff, after all, even if it was a strange and wholly unique debuff with a very specific trigger to remove it. Purify hadn’t cured us all—probably because it only had a 60% success rate—but three out of five wasn’t bad. Plus, I could always recast the spell in two minutes when the cooldown timer lapsed. 

“Now you have no excuse!” I yelled at Cutter, thrusting a hand forward and unleashing a trio of Umbra Bolts, blasting the Templar and his dirty tricks into oblivion. “Get that door open!” 

Turning back toward the horde, a grim smile crept over my lips. Reveling in the fact that I had my full powers back, I conjured a deadly combo of Night Cyclone, Umbra Bog, and Shadow-Warp Portal, absolutely wrecking the Hungry Ghosts. 

Black tentacles exploded from the cobblestones, slithering around the incoming poltergeists and miring them in place. Overhead, the sky ripped open, revealing the ever-familiar hardpan of the Shattered Realms, the vortex disgorging a midnight-black tornado that descended on the ravenous dead with a hungry fury of its own. The specters assaulting us were legion, but none of them were particularly powerful on their own. Their true strength was in numbers. Night Cyclone didn’t give two shits about superior numbers, though. The shadowy whirlwind ripped through the courtyard, scorching Ghosts with bolts of blue-black lightning, ripping them apart with screaming winds, or hurling them high into the air like rag dolls.  

A stomach-twisting green fireball soared my way, but with a thought and a flick of my wrist, I redirected it with a Shadow-Warp Portal, turning it instead on an undead Frostlock nearby and blasting the icy menace where she stood. Umbra Bog faltered, but I recast it again, buying Cutter a little more time. But maybe not enough. The Night Cyclone dissipated, vanishing once more, and though it had cut a bloody swatch through the Ghosts, there were still more of them coming. Impossibly more. 

Rushing up the street. Pouring out through windows. Bubbling up from the ground. 

They just kept coming.

Once again, I summoned Nikko, Mighty Joe, and Kong—and this time, the Void Apes appeared, ready to rock and roll.

Nikko took one quick look around and sprang into action, laying into a nearby Ranger in green leathers, clawing his face to ribbons. The other two apes followed suit, taking to the air, circling high overhead, then swooping low to harry the casters still clinging to the edges of the courtyard, well away from the front lines.

Do what you must, manling, Nikko sent while fighting tooth and nail. We will hold these unnatural things at bay. 

You’ll have a little more help in a second, I replied, conjuring Devil to the field of battle. 

The Void Drake appeared in a cloud of smoke and a blaze of Umbral glory, wings flexing, neck stretching, maw opened wide as his six eyes narrowed. 

Finally, a challenge worthy of me, he sent, smug satisfaction radiating off him in waves.

He broke into a sinuous gait, smashing into a wall of undead Alliance fighters, using his spike-covered head like an oversized mace. They fell on him with swords and axes, spears and halberds, but their weapons were far too weak to penetrate his formidable scales. The ghostly mages turned their vile magic on the Drake rampaging through their ranks like a rabid bull. The spells hit far harder than the warriors ever could, blasting through skin and carving out chunks of flesh, but Devil hardly cared. Rather, he seemed to thrive in the heat of the battle, ripping through torsos with his claws and biting off heads. 

Behind us, there was a pop and a squeal as the doors to the temple finally opened. 

“You brilliant bastard, you,” Cutter shouted, talking to himself, of course. “You really are the best thief in Eldgard. And now the best in Morsheim too.” He turned toward us, a lopsided smile stretching across his face. “We’re in.”

While Devil and the apes fought back the horde of Hungry Ghosts, the rest of our crew raced inside the now open temple. 

The room was thirty feet across and largely empty—no columns or furniture, no statues or artwork—save for the containment circle of gold and precious gemstones inlaid directly into the floor at the center of the room. This was not some hastily drawn containment circle, either, but rather an intricate work of art created by the hands of a master crafter. Layers upon layers of scrivenings filled that circle, burning with necrotic light. Positioned in the very center of the summoning circle was an onyx cube, completely featureless and roughly the size of a portable generator. Suspended just above the cube was a slowly rotating emerald sphere the size of a baseball. 

“We need to get these doors shut!” Osmark yelled, darting around behind the right-hand door and throwing his weight against the wood, slowly forcing it closed. Sandra and Abby joined him while Jeff, Cutter, and I dealt with the opposite door, grunting as we nudged the heavy wood into motion. Outside, the Hungry Ghosts continued to come, but my minions sure made for one helluva distraction. Devil rampaged through their ranks, taking up a position in front of the entryway, blocking it off with his enormous frame. 

By the time the undead realized just what had happened, the doors slammed shut with a resounding clang, and it was the work of seconds to bolt the thick lock meant to secure the temple against outside invaders.  

“That should hold for a little while,” Osmark said, straightening and wiping his forehead with the back of his hand.

“Not as much as you’d think,” Jeff replied with a grimace. “Those things aren’t tough on their own, but they don’t understand the meaning of the word quit. They’ll just keep coming until they’re all either sent back to the halls of the dead or they manage to tear this place down around our heads.” 

“All the more reason to work quickly,” Sandra said, turning on her heel and marching toward the shield generator, her hips swaying as she moved. 

“Agreed,” Osmark replied with a dip of his chin. “Though I would very much like to know what happened out there, Jack.” He stole a sidelong glance at me. “How exactly did you managed to remove your Spectral Revenant status, I wonder?” 

“And why are Osmark and I still stuck as extras in a horror movie?” Abby added, staring at her bloodred hands with a scowl. 

“Purify,” I replied. “I was just trying to dispel the Revealing Light debuff. I had no idea it would work on the Spectral Revenant form.”  

“Sophia,” Abby growled, balling her hands into tight fists. “That sure seems like a piece of info she could’ve passed along to us before we headed into Skálaholt.” 

Osmark shook his head slowly. “The Overminds work in ways I still don’t fully understand,” he murmured, eyes distant. “Everything they do, they do for a reason. It’s all part of some elaborate game, though half the time I’m not sure if we’re playing checkers, chess, or solving a jigsaw puzzle.” 

An angry thud boomed against the door, drawing us out of the moment, reminding us of where we were and what we were up against. 

“We’re wasting time,” Abby said. “Let’s get this thing down while we can.”
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Ravenous Ghoul
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OSMARK, ABBY, AND I joined the rest of our party, who were all huddled around the generator, poking and prodding it and making no progress. 

“You should know how to stop it,” Sandra said, glaring at Jeff.

“Me?” he sputtered. “Why the hell am I supposed to know? Does it look like this thing comes with an instruction manual?” He stood, squaring up with the Huntress. “I got you all here. That was my job. I expected you guys would know how to deactivate this thing. Maybe start pulling your weight a little, huh?”

“Gods, I can’t believe I am being the voice of reason,” Cutter said, peering up at the two from where he was taking a knee, “but how’s about both of you pull your heads out of your arses and start doing something constructive, eh? I got through the doors, and those undead blokes out there”—he hooked a thumb toward the blockaded entryway—“have their fair share of thieves as well. We’re working on a time crunch.” 

A rattling boom hit the doors again, driving his point home.

“Fine,” Jeff said, raising his palms in surrender. “Fine.” 

Sandra just rolled her eyes, but finally turned her attention back to the machine. 

I headed closer and dropped down onto my haunches, more closely examining the containment circle and the strange box with its floating orb. There were no sigils on the generator itself, and sadly I didn’t spot a giant red self-destruct button waiting for some plucky hero to press. With a frown, I traced my fingers over the gems and golden symbols carved into the floor. The seven primary runes mirrored the markings on the outside of the pagoda and the ones I’d found in the temple in Idruz. But those symbols were just the beginning, the jumping-off points. The scrivenings piled into the containment circle and worked around those larger runes were so complex I didn’t even know where to start. 

A third boom rattled the door. Louder this time, the wood groaning from the impact. 

“Holy shit. Did they find a battering ram?” Jeff mumbled under his breath, stealing a furtive look at the doors. 

No one answered, but it was obvious we were running out of time. Fast. I knew in my gut that the key to deactivating the generator lay in the runes and not the box itself, but I had no clue how to fit the key into the lock. I’d been spending more and more time with Betty Howard, our Arcane Scrivener, but this work was probably even beyond what she was capable of producing. Suddenly, I was sad we’d left Vlad behind—he’d have had some sort of solution. Melt it with acid. Nuke it with an atomic bomb. Something.  

Osmark stood, pulled out his pistol, and fired a shot into the free-floating orb. It pinged harmlessly away, leaving the generator unaffected. 

“Had to try,” he said with a shrug, stowing the repeater. 

A fourth boom landed, the strikes coming more quickly now, followed by a pained roar from Devil. Just what was happening out there, anyway?

“Let me try something,” I said, standing and absently adjusting my gear. My countdown timer had just lapsed on Purify, and though I thought this was a long shot, it had worked before. 

I triggered Purify again, summoning another opalescent wave of Divine Energy. I crossed my fingers, hoping the spell would be enough get the job done. The wall of energy filled the pagoda’s interior with dazzling light, but the generator continued humming softly away, unaffected by the spell. Though whether it was because the generator was immune to Purify or because the spell had failed, I couldn’t say. Fortunately, this time Osmark transitioned back, shedding his frightening Spectral Revenant form. 

A definite win, though Abby groaned in frustration.

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly with a shrug.

“Not your fault,” she said. Despite the words, she sagged forward, deflated. “So, I’m still stuck as a Revenant, and none of us have any idea how to deactivate this damned thing. What the hell do we do now?” She sounded bleak. “Try to retreat maybe?”

“No,” Osmark replied, his voice like steel. “Even with the Necropolis in our hands, we need to capture Skálaholt, otherwise the Darklings will continue to respawn indefinitely, launching attacks from the safety of the dome and whittling away our forces until Thanatos can finish his work corrupting the dungeons of Eldgard.” His jaw tightened. “I’ve seen that scenario play out, and it ends up with us dead. Thanatos won’t face us unless he has no other options, so if we have any hope of beating him, we need to take everything. Leave him with nowhere to run and no options other than direct conflict.”  

Trouble comes, Devil sent, his voice pained inside my head. 

A thunderous boom landed for a fifth time, and the doors exploded inward with the force of a bomb blast.  

On the other side of the entryway stood a hulking monstrosity, fifteen feet tall and eight feet wide—a terrible golem, fashioned from the mangled souls of Hungry Ghosts. It had the rough shape of a person, but a person cobbled together from bits and pieces of a hundred other men and women. Wretched faces protruded from its arms and chest, and its enormous fists were formed from an army of other fists and fingers. It had one enormous hand wrapped entirely around Devil’s head, and with a squeeze it crushed the Drake’s skull, banishing him back to the Shadowverse before shambling into the temple.

[Greater Ravenous Ghoul]  

More Hungry Ghosts streamed in around the twisted behemoth, howling as they beelined for us.

“I’ve got big and ugly,” I yelled. “Everyone else fan out! Hold the line. Cutter, see what you can do about the generator!” 

I charged the creature, raising my left hand, palm up, and blasting a series of Umbra Bolts at the colossal beast. They splashed across its malformed body, taking tiny nibbles of its HP, but failing to do any substantial damage. In seconds I was in range, my warhammer swinging around from the side as I ducked in low. I triggered my familiar cocktail of powers—Savage Blow, Crush Armor, Champion’s Strike, and Black Caress—the blunt face of my hammer sinking into green flesh. Thin wisps of energy flowed along the hammer and into my arm as Black Caress siphoned off a portion of the creature’s Health. 

A titanic fist smashed toward me, and I dived to the right, rolling back to my feet, then jettisoning a gout of flame into the creature’s trunk. The faces of the dead contorted as they let out silent screams, but the golem kept right on coming. 

Night Cyclone was still on cooldown, but that wasn’t my only trick.

“Sandra, I need arrow fire and grenades.” I swiveled, ducking below a swinging fist, and conjured a Shadow-Warp Portal that Sandra launched a veritable arsenal into. The second portal I opened directly above the creature’s head, and crossbow bolts and corrosive grenades raining down on it. The creature squealed in anguish, its HP taking a decent hit. I was confident we could kill this thing in time, but the problem was there were more and more of the lesser Hungry Ghosts pouring in around the creature, slowly flooding the temple’s interior and pushing us back against the wall. 

The arrows had worked okay, but I needed more concentrated power. 

“Cutter!” I shouted, sidestepping left and avoiding a ponderous kick that would’ve caved in my ribs. “Shadow-Warp Portal! Get ready to jump!” I triggered the spell again, this time stretching the mini black hole to its maximum dimensions—six feet by six feet. Big enough to accommodate a full-grown man. 

Without even hesitating, Cutter spun and leaped, curling into a tight ball as he passed through into the void space between the worlds. As with Sandra, I opened the portal ten feet above the shambling golem of the dead. The thief fell in a blur, both blades out, the tips facing down. He drove the daggers home, hilt deep, and the creature’s HP plunged. It roared, arms and legs thrashing about blindly. In the chaos and commotion, a wayward fist coldcocked me in the chest with the force of a Mack truck, flipping me back and toward the shield generator. 

I landed in a heap, head spinning, but looked up just in time to see the Ravenous Ghoul topple, crushing several lesser spirits beneath its colossal weight. 

It should’ve been a win, but instead a chill raced through my body. Without the towering creature to block my view, I could see just how screwed we were. It felt like we were finally starting to put a dent into the Hungry Ghosts, but there were still a hundred or more fighting tooth and nail just to get inside the temple. And I had no doubt they would get in. It wasn’t a matter of if, but when.   

Despair threatened to crush me, but I fought it back—I couldn’t afford to waver. Not now. 

If the forces of Eldgard were going to take Skálaholt, we needed to pull down the Arcane Barrier, end of story. And that meant deactivating the generator in front of me. We also needed to do it fast, since I doubted we would be able to hold even for another five minutes. But maybe that would be enough. Maybe not enough to save ourselves from the vengeful spirits with their Malware blades, but maybe enough to let the Alliance get a foothold inside Skálaholt. It was a bleak prospect, but it had to be enough.

It was possible there was a way. But this plan was a double-edged sword, as likely to damn us as save us. 

I only thought about it for a moment before steeling my resolve and pulling out the Arcane Dampener Vlad had reconstructed for me. 

The Weaponeer always said it was better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it. Boy, was he right on the money. 

My hands trembled, fingers slick with blood, as I activated the runic markings inscribed on the face of the weapon. This was a terrible idea. But it was also the only thing I could think to do. I raised the staff and drove it down with all the force I could muster, smashing it into the temple floor. A spiderweb of cracks spread across the floor, and surprisingly, the staff easily penetrated deep into the marble, sticking straight up like a lightning rod. With trepidation coursing through me and a muttered prayer on my lips, I pressed the final activation rune. 

Hopefully, I wasn’t killing us all.

An enormous dome immediately bubbled up, spreading outward at an alarming rate, enveloping the entire interior of the temple. Everywhere that dome touched, magic simply failed. I let out a sigh of relief as the shield generator sputtered and died, the runes powering it fading like the light of a dying candle. But the magic-murdering dome kept right on spreading, swelling out and out and out. It washed over my friends, all desperately fighting to hold the entryway. As soon as it did, their magic failed right along with everything else. I watched with bated breath, hoping against hope that the Hungry Ghosts were also some sort of conjured beings that would dissipate beneath the consuming power of the Arcane Dampener. 

My stomach dropped. Lurched back into my throat. No such luck. 

“Holy shit!” Abby called out. “The shield is down! It’s down!” 

“Yeah, but so is my fucking magic!” Jeff swore, swinging his axe in a looping arc. 

This was an impossible fight. Even at our full levels, without our magic, we were crippled. But if we could just hold the generator for long enough, there was a slim chance that reinforcements could find us. Quickly, I glanced out the door, eagerly watching the horizon. 

Accipiters were already blazing in, and mounted units followed in close order. 

Maybe we could do this. 

If we just held a little longer. Minutes even.

“Rally around the generator,” Osmark barked as though reading my thoughts in real time. “We have to hold. Back-to-back. Like before.” 

My teammates dropped back in a hasty retreat, pursued by Hungry Ghosts who struck with deadly black weapons, opening up shallow gashes and punching into exposed limbs. Back-to-back we fought once more, all six of us in a ring, the Arcane Dampener and the defunct shield generator in the center of our impromptu formation.  

The Hungry Ghosts gave us no quarter, flowing into the space and throwing themselves against us from every angle. I pulled my scythe blade out, equipping it in my off hand, hacking while I swung with my hammer. With the Arcane Dampener in place, I had no spells to rely on, so dual wielding seemed like the thing to do. Bodies fell and heads rolled. My world became the rhythmic motion of weapons rising and falling in time with the beat of my thundering heart. For minutes we held, eyes trained on the door, bodies piling up around us.

The boom of siege weapons firing in the distance rattled the air, and explosions of golden light marred the sky as the Darklings pushed back against our raiders. 

My Stamina bar flashed red, and I delivered each strike a little more slowly than the one before it. My lungs burned like the inside of a furnace, my legs trembled from the effort of just holding myself upright, and my arms felt like lead weights fastened to the sides of my body. A curved falchion flashed, and I narrowly turned aside the blade before it cut me down the middle, but I was too slow to deflect an incoming arrow with my scythe-bladed short sword. It parted my armor and punched into my side, penetrating my lung.  

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

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

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

<<<>>>

I wheezed, gasping for air, blood dribbling from my lips as my HP dwindled. 

Still we fought on, a desperate last stand, while we watched war blimps and Alliance Accipiters draw nearer, our siege weapons cutting the Darklings from the sky. 

Before us, undead Wodes and Imperials came, fighting alongside Risi with missing arms and Dwarves trailing intestine across the temple floor. Their blows came faster and faster, or perhaps I was just responding slower and slower. Attack, slash, deflect, reset. I parried a battle-axe, batting the weapon to the side, but I needed room to maneuver, and I just didn’t have it. An Accipiter thief, wielding a lightning-quick rapier, feinted left, and I fell for it, trying to get my warhammer into place to deflect the attack, only to find his blade slashing a bright line of fire across my face. He came again with a lunge, and I tried to sidestep the blow, but my foot landed in a pool of slick gore and went out from beneath me.

Under other circumstances, I would’ve turned the tumble into a roll. But there was no place to roll, and I couldn’t give the Hungry Ghosts access to the Dampener. 

We had to hold it, no matter the cost.

I landed on my knees, my scythe sword clattering beside me as I reached out with a clumsy hand to try to regain my feet. Something sideswiped me before I could get off the floor, arms wrapping tightly around me, teeth sinking into the side of my shoulder, and blood flowed freely as the Hungry Ghosts exploited the misstep. More arms encircled me, bodies collapsing down on top of me in a dog pile. 

I struggled fruitlessly, bucking and kicking, even using my head as a weapon. In the distance, I heard Abby calling for me, her voice frantic, but I couldn’t quite make out the words. Things were starting to go fuzzy around the edges, and for the second time in less than twenty minutes, I was sure that this was the end for me. My time had come. And this time I had no more tricks to play. We’d done everything in our power, pulled out every stop, but Thanatos had still outsmarted us, outmaneuvered us, and outplayed us. My movements slowed, becoming more languid as both my Stamina and Health bars dwindled.

“Get your bloody hands off him, you goopy bastards,” Cutter roared. 

A golden blade flashed, zipping through the air, and the crushing weight that was piled on top of me started to lessen. I wriggled my hand, trying to get to a Health potion, but something still had my arms pinned tight.

“Just a little longer!” Osmark called. “Cavalry is inbound!”

Cavalry? I thought, the word incomprehensible to my ears. That can’t be right. There was no way they had gotten to us so fast. Still, the smallest ember of hope kindled in my chest and I renewed my efforts, kicking weakly at one of the creatures pinning me in place. 

“Incoming!” Jeff yelled, his voice hoarse and tired. The word was quickly swallowed as an explosion rocked the temple, undead wailing as a wall of unbearable heat blasted against my face, searing my eyebrows and transforming the whole world into a white blur. For a beat, nothing made sense. It was fire and light and heat.

<<<>>>

Debuffs Added

Concussed: You have sustained a severe head injury! Confusion and disorientation; duration, 1 minute. 

Partial Blindness: Vision reduced by 47%; duration, 1 minute.

<<<>>>

Before Astraea, back IRL, my friends and I used to go down to Pacific Beach once in a while—when the weather was nice and our bank accounts were full enough for us to go out drinking in the trendy bars adorning Mission Boulevard. Honestly, I was never a fan of the bars, but I loved going into the water. Wading out into the salty spray. Once though, back when I’d decided to experiment with surfing as a hobby, a curling whitecap had pulled me into the surf, smashing me into sandy bottom. Water clawed at my nose and filled my mouth while I tried to figure out which way was up and which way was down. 

That was the last time I’d gone surfing. And this, right here and now, reminded me of that. Everything swirling around me in a mad mishmash of motion and sound.

Eventually the screaming died off, leaving behind a high-pitched ring that filled my ears with its shrill noise.  

I just lay there, dying. Too tired to move or fight anymore. 

When the partial blindness finally lapsed and my vision returned in full, I blinked my eyes open. Shadowy, indistinct forms took shape in my vision, rushing into the room as the pressure on top of me vanished. Someone was kneeling above me, forcing my mouth open, pushing a bottle to my lips. I drank slowly at first, then more greedily as the haze started to lift and clear comprehension dawned on me. The figure resolved into the short-haired kid I’d saved in the ambush in the canyon. Page-Citizen Gnaeus Gessia. And with him was a veritable army of Janissaries, firing their blunderbusses and throwing black powder grenades with impunity. 

“But magic doesn’t work,” I sputtered weakly.

“Their weapons don’t rely on magic,” Gnaeus said matter-of-factly. “And gunpowder seems to do just fine.” He offered me a hand, pulling me to my feet as more fighters swarmed in. Jay, the Blood Monk, waded through the undead, pulverizing the spirits with his bare fists. Amara had come, too. And moored in the courtyard was the Hellreaver. 
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Assassin’s Blade
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WE DID IT, I thought while staring dumbly at the Hellreaver—Jake Blackblade manning the helm, the Goblin crew scampering about the lines and securing the sails. We’d taken the Necropolis and, almost impossibly, Skálaholt. True, Thanatos had gotten away, but without his city, he’d be weak. Vulnerable. And the only place he had left to run was the Empirical Library. We’d backed him into a corner, and now all that was left to do was track him down and put things right before he could stir up any more trouble. 

It wouldn’t be easy, but it couldn’t be much harder than what we’d just endured. 

At least, I fervently hoped not.

Amara was helping Cutter to his feet. The thief looked worse for the wear, but he was alive. From the looks of him, however, he’d need a week of rest, a hot bath, and a fresh set of clothes. His hair was singed, his leathers were in tatters, what remained of his armor was coated in green spectral goo, and an arrow wound made a bloody star on his cheek.

“I like it,” Amara said, pressing in close to him as her fingers explored the injury. “It is dignified—a worthy badge of honor to take away from such a battle. Perhaps you should keep it.”

“And ruin my dashing good looks?” he said, eyebrows climbing high. “Are you bloody insane, woman? My looks are all I have going for me. Other than my skill and wit and charm.”

Her lips quirked up at the corners, eyes narrowing to thin slits. “No, love. Now you have me going for you, and I say I like it.”

He fidgeted under her brutal, unwavering gaze before finally throwing up his hands in surrender. “Gah. Fine,” he muttered, “it stays. Although speaking of you, love, just how in the bloody hell did you get here so quick, eh?” He draped one arm over her shoulders. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you. But Jack only knocked the shield out not but two minutes ago. If that.” 

Her grin deepened as she reached out, tapping at the amulet strung around his neck. Her wedding present. “I had it fitted with tracking runes so that I could find you no matter where you slipped off to. Originally, I planned to use it to sneak up on you when you least expected it, but this seemed like a good use, too.” 

“There is something deeply wrong with you,” he said, looking at her askew. “But it is exactly my flavor of crazy.” 

“Not crazy,” she said, patting his chest. “Cunning. And only the most cunning huntress gets the kill.” 

I looked away, smiling to myself. 

Pulling my thoughts away from the couple, I scanned the temple. Osmark and Sandra were standing a little apart from everyone else, and Jeff was on his feet, dusting himself off from the fray—beaten but not broken. 

I didn’t see Abby anywhere, though.

“Abby?” I called out, turning in a lazy, sleep-drunk circle, searching the faces. Where was she? We had some celebrating to do. “Abs?” I yelled again. 

Nothing.

Panic started to rear its ugly head like a cobra preparing to strike. I looked again, my senses sharpened by worry. Cutter and Amara, clinging to each other. Osmark and Sandra conferring in hushed whispers. Jeff, now inspecting the edge of his axe blade with a frown. Everyone was fine. Abby had to be okay. We’d faced worse. Well, maybe not worse. Okay, definitely not worse, but everyone else had survived. I kept searching. Gnaeus was with his contingent of Janissaries securing the perimeter of the temple while members of the Cheeky Bastards picked through the piles of the dead, no doubt looting whatever they could find.

Still no Abby.

My heart felt like it was going to explode through my chest when a pile of bodies not far off shifted and a red hand emerged, popping out and clawing at the air. I moved quick, heading over and digging through the corpses, ignoring the disgust rising in my throat as I followed the red limb down into the pile, frantically searching. With a grunt and a heave, I pulled a robed cleric from the pile and found her beneath. Sweet relief bubbled up and tension drained from my shoulders as I released a breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding.

“Jack?” Abby moaned with a wince. “Well, that sucked some serious balls.” She coughed and wheezed, pressing a fist to her mouth. “God, I feel like shit.” 

She was still in her Spectral Revenant form, and to be honest, she looked like a dumpster fire—about two inches from death’s door—but I still smiled because at the moment she was also the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. She was alive, and that was the only thing that mattered in the whole world. 

“It’s good to see you too, Jack,” she said with a grimace, shoving at one of the bodies pinning her legs down. “But maybe I can get a hand here?” 

“Sorry, sorry!” I said with a shake of my head. “Of course. Let’s get you out of there.”

Even as weak and pitiful as I was, I laced my hands beneath her armpits and began to gently pull her free from the corpses, all heaped together like fallen leaves. It took some serious wiggling and wrangling, but finally I managed to haul her out. I was floating on cloud nine, relief and joy washing over me in alternating waves. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders, feeling the gentle heat of her body. We turned, ready to head for the doorway and out into the courtyard, where the Hellreaver waited to whisk us away from this nightmare. 

The smile slipped from my face when I caught sight of Sandra and Osmark, directly in front of me. 

Time seemed to skip a beat, lurching and slowing around me even though I knew that was impossible with the Arcane Dampener in place. This wasn’t magic, though. No, this was something else entirely. It was the same way that time seemed to go catawampus during a car crash—everything moving in slow motion, odd details framed in uncanny clarity. Sandra’s face was a mask of shock, her mouth forming an “O.” Beside her, Osmark’s jaw clenched tight and he went for the repeater at his side. Normally, the Artificer could move like a pit viper when he wanted to, but his hand seemed to float toward the weapon as if he were wading through water.

Finally, it clicked that something was wrong, I just couldn’t understand what. 

We’d won. We were alive. Reinforcements had arrived.

I caught an odd glint of motion in the goggles perched on Osmark’s stately top hat—now firmly back in place. Something behind us. I turned, my body sluggish and unresponsive. 

An Undead Wode in dark leathers, branded with the mark of the Sicarii, materialized from thin air, a gleaming Malware blade already plunging toward Abby’s back. The tip less than a foot away. She was completely unaware, badly injured, and still trapped in her Spectral Revenant form. Clearly, he’d been biding his time in Stealth, waiting for an opportune moment to strike, and there would never be a better one. If he landed his blow with a Backstab multiplier...

I couldn’t let that happen. Wouldn’t let it happen. 

I threw my weight into her side, trying to shove her out of the way of the blade, even if it meant the Assassin buried the dagger in me. I couldn’t move fast enough, though. Abby lurched right, eyes flaring wide in confusion, but the Sicarii was locked in on his mark and angled the blade to follow. The dagger traced a precise, unwavering path through the air and slammed into the base of Abby’s neck with a burst of swirling green light. 

Critical Hit.

A deafening shot rang out and the undead Sicarii’s head exploded from Osmark’s round; the Hungry Ghost’s knees buckled and what remained of him toppled over backward. 

But it was too late. 

Abby and I fell. 

By the time she hit the ground, the life had already faded from her eyes. 

No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. 

I scrambled to my knees and pulled Abby’s body into my lap, cradling it against my chest as I tenderly brushed the hair away from her face. Her skin was already waxy, her eyes clouded with death, lips slightly parted in a look of surprise. I willed her body to disappear, to vanish in the familiar shower of sparks that meant she’d just been sent for respawn. Death, sure, but not of the lasting variety. Thirty seconds passed. 

No one moved. No one spoke. Abby didn’t vanish. 

I startled when Osmark laid his hand on my shoulder, his fingers gently pressing down. Reassuring me. “I’m so sorry, Jack,” he said, the words little more than a hoarse croak. 

I batted his hand away. I didn’t want reassurances.

Instead of replying, I just pulled Abby closer, feeling the remaining heat of her body drain away by the second. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be, I told myself once more. I’d done all the right things. I’d completed the Path to Victory quest. Accomplished every objective. I’d done the impossible. She couldn’t be... Not after everything I’d gone through. I looked down at the wedding ring encircling her limp finger. A promise that things would be okay—that we would be okay. 

It was slick with blood now. 

“Out,” Osmark snapped, the word a whipcrack of supreme authority. 

Sandra rounded everyone up with brutal efficiency, speeding Janissaries and Alliance infiltrators into the courtyard in record time, then pulling the doors shut behind her—a thing that had been impossible only minutes before, thanks to the legion of undead. 

Only Cutter, Amara, Osmark, and Jeff remained. 

None of them spoke as I rocked back and forth, clutching Abby tight against me. 

No, this wasn’t the end. Couldn’t be. I was a Champion—one step removed from an Aspect—and I had a weapon that could change reality. 

I pulled the Reality Editor out, clenching it tight in a white-knuckled grip. Despite the presence of the Arcane Dampener, prismatic light wept from the key. But there was no telltale buzz as I pushed it against Abby’s chest, willing life back into her unmoving form. I pictured what I wanted to happen in my mind—color returning to her skin, her chest rising and falling, her eyes fluttering open—but the key remained unresponsive. 

“I don’t think it’s going to work, friend,” Cutter said softly, none of his usual cheer to be found. 

“Sophia!” I screamed. “Goddamit, where are you! I want to call in my favor!” I lifted my face and yelled the words straight up, tears streaming down my cheeks, cutting furrows in the dirt and blood marring my skin. “I want her back! Give me Abby back.” 

I raged at the heavens, but there was no answer.

Gently, I laid Abby down and stood, fingers tightening around the Reality Editor. I’d done everything. Played her game. And still there was no answer. That was unacceptable. 

“Sophia,” I growled, not bothering to raise my voice. In my gut, I knew she was listening. She was an Overmind, and there was little that escaped her notice. “You’d better answer me right this second, or I will hunt you down.” I raised the key. “Just try me if you think that I won’t...”

A message pinged in my ear, and I brought it up on my interface in an instant. 

<<<>>>

Personal Message

You know I can’t come to you—not in the heart of Thanatos’ realm. I may be powerful, but there are rules that even we Overminds must obey. As for your favor... I’m sorry, Jack. There’s nothing I can do. Even if I could manifest inside of Morsheim, I simply cannot return Abby to you. All that remains of her is a husk. A shell. Her essence is now within the purview of Thanatos. My hands are tied. For what it’s worth, though, you have my deepest condolences. 

—Sophia

<<<>>>

I dismissed the message with a thought. That was it? I had her deepest condolences. I glanced down at the weapon in my hand, which burned like the sun in response to my anger. Maybe I couldn’t use it to revive Abby, but I could certainly use it to get a little retribution against the monsters that had set all of this in motion.

“Jack,” Cutter said, padding forward, hands raised. “Might be best if you put that thing away, eh?” he said, eyeing the Editor nervously. “You’re in a bad state right now. Wouldn’t want to do something you might bloody well regret.” 

“He’s right,” Osmark said. He’d already regained his composure, cool and collected once more. “Besides, you’re proving Thanatos’ point. ‘The world cannot survive a race of infinitely powerful and wildly unstable Immortals.’ This is the real test, Jack. It wasn’t the battle. It wasn’t even taking the city. It’s this. Right now. Time and time again you have done the impossible, and you’ve been rewarded for it. It’s easy to do what’s right when everything always works out in your favor, but what about when it doesn’t? Can you do the right thing even in the face of loss and tragedy?” 

His words flayed my soul, both because they were coming from Osmark and because he was right. 

There were consequences to choices—Abby had decided to be here and she paid the price. Like Zendu. Like the piles of Hungry Ghosts scattered all around us. My dad’s voice echoed in the back of my mind. “Control of others is only an illusion. All you can do is control you. Be your best, do your best always, but let go of this guilt.” My heart hurt, but nevertheless I lowered the key, the brilliance fading as my anger ebbed away. 

Jeff pushed himself away from the wall, stowing his axe. “There might still be a way,” he said, his voice reverberating off the marble ceiling. 

I turned fervent eyes on him, burning with need. 

“What way?” I asked. “Not sure if you noticed, but that’s a Malware blade in her neck. There’s...” I faltered, the words stuck in my throat, refusing to leave. “There’s no coming back from that,” I finally finished. “Malware deletes code. Burns you out of the game. Done. Gone.” 

“Eh,” he said, crossing his arms and shaking his head. “That’s what everyone believes, but that’s not what happens. Not exactly. The overall effect appears to be deletion, but the devil’s in the details.” He bent over and picked up a toxic black Malware blade from the limp hand of a dead Battle Warden. “Let me break down how these things actually work. Malware weapons upload the Thanatos virus, and that virus rewrites code. Specifically, the chunk of code responsible for respawning. In essence, it turns Travelers into NPCs—sort of the reverse process of what happened to your friend there.” He nodded at Cutter. 

“Well, how in the bloody hell does that help us, eh?” Cutter said. “When Citizens die, they’re dead too. Swept into the arms of Oblivion.” 

“Eh.” He shrugged. “Again. Not quite the way it works. See the thing is, when Citizens die, they end up on Thanatos’ slab, where he performs his postmortem. Just like Travelers. Thanatos has to dissect them and file an after-action report, which he then feeds into the Archives for processing. From there, he spins them out—Travelers get slated for respawn. Citizens get slated for recycling. Destruction.”

“How do you know all this?” Amara asked, tone brimming with doubt.

“I’m a Morta Knight. I’ve died more times than anyone. So many times that I remember what happens inside the library. Now, the thing is, that process takes at least a couple of hours, so we might still have a shot at getting to her before Thanatos spins her into Oblivion.” He paused and ran his fingers over the inside of his wrist. “There’s also a slim possibility that Thanatos won’t spin her off at all. Some NPCs—those souls Thanatos deems as exceptional or important to world events—get shuffled around. Sent to the Vault of Souls. The Halls of the Honored dead. Different pockets inside the Protoverse.” 

The hairs running along my arms stood up at attention. 

The Protoverse. Now that rang a bell. That’s where I’d come face-to-face with Eitri Spark-Sprayer. The Protoverse was a place that existed outside of space and time, a forerunner of sorts to what would eventually become the Shadowverse. But Eitri had told me there were other such places. Dangerous places where the rules of the world could be twisted and distorted without triggering the Fail-safes. And what Jeff was saying made a certain amount of sense. After all, the Jade Lord and his brothers were all dead Citizens, yet they still existed—proven by the fact that I’d summoned them during my battle against Khalkeús.

Which meant they were somewhere accessible. 

“Since Thanatos wants that key of yours,” Jeff said slowly, “there’s a good chance he’ll stick her in one of those places as bait. If we can get into the library, we might be able to spring her. That’s a big if, though.” He grimaced and ran a hand along his bushy beard. “Outside of dying, I don’t know any way into the library. The doors are locked up tighter than any vault, and not even the best thief around”—he shot a glance toward Cutter—“is going to be able pick that lock.” 

I glanced down at the Reality Editor in my hand. Maybe the key couldn’t bring her back, but there was one thing I knew it could do. Open any lock. Anywhere. No matter how complicated. 

“Leave the door to me...” 
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IF YOU LOVED VGO: Darkling Siege and would like stay in the loop about the latest book releases, promotional deals, and upcoming book giveaways be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press mailing list: Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time. You can also connect with us on our Facebook Fan Page: Shadow Alley Press. 

You can find even more books and awesome recommendations over on our Facebook Group Page, Fantasy Nation! Home to the best Epic, Urban, and LitRPG Fantasy around!

Word-of-mouth and book reviews are crazy helpful for the success of any writer—or in, 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: VGO: Darkling Siege.

Looking for more Viridian Gate Online, and need it right this minute? Check out: VGO: Firebrand—part of the new Viridian Gate Online Expanded Universe! Or keep reading to take a sneak peek.
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NEW WORLDS GET NEW kings, and that’s exactly what Abby thinks she’s found in her boss’ hacked code.

With a cataclysmic asteroid careening toward Earth, the VRMMORPG project Viridian Gate Online has become more than just a game, and Abby thinks her boss, Robert Osmark, wants to be more than just its founding father.

Now, Abby holds a hacked key to the kingdom that could earn her a punishment worse than death. To uncover the secret that drug lords and corrupt politicians paid millions for, Abby must dive into the game she helped create and team up with one of its AI creations. It’s a race against the clock as she tries to discover what’s hidden in the secret code before Osmark can crown himself ruler over all that remains of humanity. 

From James A. Hunter—author of Viridian Gate Online, Rogue Dungeon, War God's Mantle, and the Yancy Lazarus Series—and debut author J.D. Astra, comes an epic new entry into the Expanded Universe of Viridian Gate Online that you won't want to put down!
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Chapter One: Apocalypse Hacking

THE CLICKS AND CLACKS of my keystrokes reverberating off the empty chairs and standing desks at Osmark Tech were the only sounds, aside from the hammering of my heart. I’d been afraid before, working for Osmark, but never this scared. If I was right, they would do much worse than kill me for what I was about to commit.

My cursor lingered over the “deploy to prod” button. Under normal working hours, my fresh lines of code would’ve been peer-reviewed, sent through the sanity checker, unit tested, then deployed to staging. But eight months straight of crunch coupled with the impending doom of the planet left everyone eager to get to their capsules when Osmark dismissed us not an hour before.

I glanced around the large open space one more time to ensure everyone had in fact gone, my heart still jackhammering away. My finger trembled as I pressed and held the left-click down. I could still back out, forget what I’d read, forget I had seen what Osmark had planned.

“No one else is going to stop him. You must figure out what these ‘scrolls of allegiance’ are, and why so many high-rolling wretches paid out the wazoo for them,” I reminded myself, then inhaled deeply.

“Plus, you spent your entire overtime bonus check sending Jack that capsule. You’re gonna need something more than just the end of the world to break the ice when you meet up again, and you know how much Jack loves a good dungeon crawl. If that’s what this is. Who knows what billionaire drug dealers pay millions for in a virtual world? It could be full of godmode codes that somehow subvert our anti-cheating protocols.”

My hand curled to a ball as I retracted my finger, doing the undoable. The screen read, “Committing new code to production. Estimated Completion —> 280 seconds.”

The building trembled at the sound of a muffled crash, accompanied by terrified shouts, and my gaze shot past the screen to the fading light outside. It had been a while since I took more than a fleeting glance out a window, a few days at least. Most of us had elected to stay indefinitely at Osmark Tech since the global announcement of 213 Astraea weeks ago, as it was just safer here.

I walked to the massive UV-protected glass framed by columns of wide-leafed plants that hadn’t been watered in weeks and looked down the eight stories to the streets below.

Chaos. That was the only word to describe it. Someone had driven a truck through the screaming mob, trying to ram down the doors of Osmark Technologies, but they had failed. A fiery, smoking wreck lay at the foot of our building, and civilians scrambled to get out of blast range.

When Osmark ordered security improvements for the front desk a few months ago, reinforcing the walls and windows of the bottom floors, I thought it was just because of the recent mass shootings, to protect us from something like that. Not something like this. Not trying to protect us from desperate cries for salvation.

213 Astraea, nine miles of pure destruction, was what they were terrified of. A mass of rock and ice carving a path through space on a collision course with our little speck of paradise: Earth. I was scared too, but less so. I knew I had a chamber waiting in the basement where I would hopefully transition into the game I’d been helping develop for the last four years. A lifeboat for humanity. Viridian Gate Online.

A lifeboat that had cost me six precious months with my father and being there for his dying breath. It’s critical, Osmark had said, life altering. I wish he’d told us all the truth sooner—it would make resenting him for missing my father’s funeral a little harder. But no. Osmark was a deplorable man and a terrifying boss. He’d known about Astraea for months and refused to tell us until he realized DevOps wouldn’t complete until it was too late. He told us a few weeks before the global announcement, some kind of incentive to work harder.

Still, I chose to trade the last minutes of my father’s life for work. Osmark had needed me, but if I had left, even for one day to see my father into the ground, he would’ve made sure no one needed me. I would’ve been blacklisted to the tech industry, my career and sole source of income destroyed.

If I’d known then there wouldn’t be any other sources of income today, I would’ve gone to see him, at least one last time. To hell with Osmark, he would’ve taken me back. We had been desperate for Senior Systems Architects for months since the last three abandoned the game at the news of Astraea. The excuses didn’t make me feel much better, but now that we all had somewhere safe at the end of the world, I was less upset about my choice.

Plus, I had another choice now and a new purpose. I was going to discover Osmark’s plan with these in-game “scrolls_of_allegiance” and end his reign here, before it could transfer into the game. He would never control anyone like he did at Osmark Tech, never again.

I took one last glance below and mourned the loss of so much life. They wouldn’t get in, not until I and the other employees transitioned into the game, and even then, there were only four hundred capsules they could use. In a day or two, a security team would run a raffle and bring in one thousand two hundred people from the screaming mob. With the transition taking up to seventy-two hours, a little under twelve days left until Astraea hit, and a one in six chance of dying instead of transitioning, we could only save about twelve hundred lives by reusing our capsules. A few less, if we counted the technicians who had the gut-churning job of removing the corpses from the capsules and cleaning them for another occupant.

My watch buzzed, and I turned the face toward me. “Deploy Complete” read the email title. I jogged past the desks full of half-drank coffee cups, plates with pizza crusts, and empty packets of Skittles. My computer screen came to life at my touch, and I checked the full deploy log. “Warning: error in (NullObjectReference-CaCoCa_Scroll) - Line 241.”

The pounding in my chest dropped to the pit of my stomach.

“You have got to be shitting me.”

I pulled up the console, fingers dancing across the keyboard like a drunkard’s ballet; violent and clumsy. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. Not now! I checked my watch again: 5:28. I had approximately thirty minutes to get to the Integration Room: our mass grave. I needed to watch this push through to completion. There was no way I would go into V.G.O. not knowing if the code was actually delivered.

Line 241... the line referencing the in-game object [Aleixo_Carrera-Scroll_of_Allegiance.OBJ]. How is that possible? The object doesn’t exist yet? I traced the lines of code backwards through mentions and discovered the culprit.

Tricky son of a bitch. Osmark had the game data committed, but the .OBJ for the actual scroll wasn’t in there. He was going to run a patch in approximately eleven hours that would remove the <inactive> flag and deploy the scroll .OBJs automatically.

I could just create my own scroll .OBJ from any random asset lying around and copy the data... but that might not work. There could be something else at play here and—

“Attention, all employees,” the PA system rang out, and I jumped, my train of thought derailed. “The Integration Room will be locked for your safety in approximately thirty minutes. If you have elected to participate in Osmark Technology’s V.G.O. integration, please wrap up your personal affairs and proceed to sub-level three to claim your capsule. Thank you.”

The synthetic voice was more than enough to raise hairs. Osmark and his core team were at the pinnacle of AI creation, making things so close to real, they’d pass a Turing Test some humans couldn’t. So, why they had gone with a cold and jagged, easily distinguished AI voice for the office PA, I guess I’d never know.

I turned my attention back to the problem at hand, pushing and prodding at Osmark’s security systems, praying not to set off any alarms. Blocked, rigged, protected... damn it. There was simply not enough time to do this hack. I’d have to get creative, quick. I pulled the desk into standing mode, and my back straightened as my fingers gained their last purpose.

Selentium was from the days of old, it was automation script for the web, but I knew how to make it sing for any task. I cranked away, script after script, lacing together a fragile plan. Coroutines within subroutines emerged until finally I had it. My automated script would open the console and run command line to deploy my filesync to prod exactly five minutes after Osmark’s. Meaning I would be delivered a copy of that Scroll of Allegiance five minutes after he was and know exactly what he was up to with that secret area. Or that was my hope.

I’d have to pick my username carefully, as that was the only thing binding this code to my in-game persona. A few keystrokes, a username, that’s all that stood between Osmark and the likely tyranny of what remained of the human race.

The overhead PA system sprang to life again. “All employees, please be aware the Integration Room will be locked for your safety in fifteen minutes.”

Just enough time for a test run. I set the timer on the automated script to the current time and drummed my fingers, rat-a-tap, rat-a-tap, as it executed. Command prompts opened, filled with lines of code, and closed. I sighed as the deployment screen read, “Committing new code to production. Estimated Completion —> 280 seconds.”

I chewed on my bottom lip, watching the seconds tick down and not allowing other thoughts, self-defeating thoughts, to enter my mind. The server came back with the same error on line 241. Perfect. I changed the time back, set the computer to stay awake, and unplugged the monitor, just in case someone wandered through and felt like turning it off to save a few watts of power at the end of the world.

“All employees, please be aware the Integration Room will be locked for your safety in ten minutes.”

“I know!” I roared at the ceiling.

My heart thumped again as I imagined missing the deadline. I grabbed my backpack and jacket... then stopped. I wouldn’t need them where I was going. The straps slipped from my shoulders, and I reached for the picture of my mom and dad on my desk.

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there. I’ll make you proud, I promise.”

I returned the picture to its place on the desk and jogged from the empty room. The typically bustling halls were devoid of life. Everyone had either gone home to accept their fate or run to the Integration Room for their final transition. I pressed the button for the elevator and imagined what it would be like to live life out in a video game. Not even live it out, but live forever.

I loved RPGs just as much as the next nerd, but to never grow old, never raise a family—unless Osmark had another team working on a secret fertility project—it would be life without progress. Well, not so true. We would have our character levels, stats, the talent tree, gear, and plenty of dungeons to raid as long as the ever-present, godlike Overminds did their jobs. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

Ping! My eyes shot forward as the elevator doors opened, and a familiar face stared back at me. “Hi, Leon,” I said without much gusto. Leon was a technical artist. He had spent his last few days making sure noses could scale appropriately to face dimensions.

“Hey, Abby. Headed to the Integration Room?” He placed his hand against the door for me.

I nodded. “Yeah. Just wrapped up the last call with my mom,” I lied. I called my mom three days ago and begged her, for the very last time, to accept Osmark’s offer for family of the V.G.O. team to transition into the game for free. She refused. I miss him. I want to see him soon. She believed in an afterlife. Believed that my father was waiting for her in heaven. I hoped she would find peace at the end, no matter what happened after death.

“Yeah, it’s nice to have some family to confide in at the end of the world.” He shrugged his shoulders, gaze dropping to his shoes. Poor guy, he probably didn’t have anyone.

The elevator doors tried to close again, and I hurried in next to him.

“So, have it all planned out?” he asked with a plastic grin as I pressed B3.

“Have what planned?” My voice peaked a little too high, my heart pounding as I thought of the code waiting to deploy on my machine.

He elbowed me casually. “I assumed Abby the Architect would know exactly what race you were going with, what city you’d make your home, what class you’d pick.” He laughed. “You’re such a planner, I figured you would have everything worked out by now.”

I gave him a curt smile. I had some of it planned, sure, but it’s not like I couldn’t roll with the punches. That was the point of Viridian Gate Online: as soon as you felt you had your bearings, Sophia or Enyo would throw a curveball.

The Overminds, computer AI game-masters, were always ready to increase the difficulty or create a new challenge. Strife was the point of Enyo’s existence, and Sophia sought balance, though it was a vague term. It sought to ensure the player had just enough difficulty to remain entertained, but not so much they wanted to ragequit.

Three months ago, ragequit would’ve meant a loss of revenue for Osmark Tech, but now, ragequit meant something entirely different. How would someone quit the game? Suicide, was it even possible? Could you end your simulation voluntarily? The questions turned my gut.

“Anyway, I hope you make it.” He gave me a nudge as the doors to B3 opened, and he walked away.

“You too,” I called after him, my short legs unable to keep up with his please get me out of this situation pace.

I did hope Leon made it. I wanted to make it, too.

The white concrete walls amplified the sound of Leon’s hasty retreat from me, and I felt more alone than ever. I was going to die. Perhaps my consciousness would be copied into the game simulation, but perhaps not. There was a near 17% chance that I would die for real and never make it into the game permanently.

The unending thump of my heart faltered as I thought of my whole life. Was it a life I was proud to lead? Maybe. My thoughts fell on my father, my mother, how I wasn’t there. Sure, I would call, and I would video chat, but it wasn’t the same as being there. Was I a good person?

“Attention, employees, the Integration Room is now closing.”

My breath caught in my throat and I ran. The doors were sliding shut, but I slipped through with a sigh.

I took in the tomb: short ceiling, maybe eight feet, fresh concrete everywhere, organized, methodical, and sterile. Osmark had bought and renovated this space months ago for a “storage center.” What could we possibly store as a tech company, other than servers?

Coffins. Or their equivalent. We would die in the capsules. Either by transitioning from our bodies into the game or by being incompatible with the code and wasting away into cardiac arrest after three days. Then our bodies would be removed, and the capsules reused for some of the dying mob outside the gates of salvation.

My eyes roved over the claustrophobia-inducing landscape, and the memory of the first death, the first disappearance into the game, replayed in my mind. I recalled Osmark and his right hand, Sandra, standing on the stage in front of employees and investors, describing the incident.

They’d downplayed the death like it was just another failed prototype, wrote off the loss of human life like a dysfunctional server. What they didn’t explain was how they’d lost the human consciousness into the code. It was processed and digitized, then vanished into the trillions of functions executing every second.

“Abigail Hollander!” 

UGH! Abigail is not my name! I wanted to say, but I turned to Tristen, my manager-who-wished-he-wasn’t-my-manager, with a terse smile.

“What’s up, Tristen?” I hoped he wasn’t going to go on about, “Now that I’m not your manager anymore, could we like, go out for pizza some time?” Or would it be roasted chicken now? I didn’t think pizza made it into V.G.O.

He eyed me with teeth clenched. “You were cutting it close. What were you doing?”

My stomach fluttered at the thought of what I was actually doing for the last hour. Hacking into Osmark’s private code, inspecting his future commits, writing automated code to copy them, and more.

“I had to call my mom. She didn’t want to transition, so I had to say goodbye for good.” I entwined my fingers, not wanting them to wiggle and look suspicious.

“Oh.” Tristen looked down, then placed an awkward hand on my shoulder. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s fine. We said what we had to say, and I’m ready.” I filled my chest with air in an attempt to shake his hand from my body, but he held tighter.

“That’s good. We need people like you in the new world.”

The New World, Osmark’s world. My resolve returned. I wouldn’t let him dominate the people who put their faith in him, in Osmark Tech. Sure, they may “survive,” but would they be saved? No. They were entering into a dictatorship they couldn’t have imagined. Not on my watch.

“Yeah, totally. I hope it’s just as awesome as we coded it.” I smiled again, trying to get out from under his grasp, but his grip was strong as he pulled me into an embrace.

“It’s going to be okay.”

I gritted my teeth and pulled away. “Yeah, it’s going to be fine.” I offered him a punch to the shoulder, and his cheeks flushed red.

“What’s your username? Maybe we could meet up?”

I bit my lip. “I haven’t picked mine yet. I haven’t had a chance to play at all.” I shrugged to mask the lie about not picking my name, and he laughed.

“Yeah, cool. Great. Well, maybe I’ll just see you around.”

My lips pursed. “Yeah, definitely.”

He shuffled his feet, and as I turned away, he grabbed my hand.

“Abby...” His voice was soft.

“What’s up, Tristen?” I didn’t want to hear it again. I wanted to get into the game. I wanted to start leveling. I needed to get a head start on Osmark, because his people definitely had a head start on me.

“I just wanted to say... you’re awesome.”

I stopped short. It wasn’t the same old rhetoric of why aren’t we dating. He was just being nice.

“You’re awesome too, Tristen.” I smiled.

He nodded. “It was nice being your manager. I hope these last eight months weren’t absolute torture.”

It was perhaps my last human interaction ever. I had to make it count. I had to try my best.

“Yeah, you did a great job. I hope you make it.”

He gave me a thumbs-up, classic Tristen. “I’ll see you in there. My tag is Triskiller.”

I groaned under my breath. What a terrible name to be stuck with for the rest of your life. But whatever.

I walked the rows, looking for “H.” So many D’s, what the heck? Ah, “H.” I walked in a few capsules to find pod 8. It was open and ready to receive me.

Unlike in Star Trek, the pod next to me didn’t have a glass cover. I couldn’t see the person inside, couldn’t watch them decay as their body died in the transition.

“Ms. Hollander. Please remove your clothing down to your underwear,” the pod said in the same artificial PA voice.

“Why?” I asked, though when I looked down, the clothes of those near to me littered the floor.

“The transition can be difficult on the body, and heat regulation is important. Removing some items of clothing can help us do that at a lower cost.”

There Osmark goes with the costs. Of course, do it fast, do it well, do it cheap. He wanted every point on the iron triangle, and he got it. Not by noble means, but he got it. This game would be amazing, a technical wonder, completed by slave labor and crime. Who would oppose him at the end of the world, though?

I unbuttoned my shirt, removed my flats, then my slacks, and hopped up into the tanning bed gone VRMMORPG simulator. I took my last breath in this world and closed the lid with the touch of a button.

It was dark for a moment, and as the machined whirred to life, so did the white loading screen. “Hello, I’m the CEO of Osmark Technologies, Robert Osmark, and I’d like to personally welcome you to Viridian Gate Online, the most advanced full-immersion video game in the world.” Osmark’s voice was unmistakable. 

I blinked hard, and his face came into view. Such a retro, Steve Jobs look. Thin-rimmed, round glasses, dark turtleneck, and shaggy hair about his face.

He went on. “Viridian Gate Online is truly the first of its kind. And that’s not the typical hyperbolic language so cavalierly tossed around in tech circles. No, I can assure you, I truly mean this is the first of its kind.”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Get me into the game!

“Our revolutionary work with massive memristive neuromorphic computing systems has created a paradigm shift in AI technologies, and the result is an experience second to none. Moreover, through Osmark’s patented NexGenVR capsule you will experience a whole new world as though you were there in the flesh. Even the pain is real.”

The system stuttered, Osmark froze on screen, and the robotic voice of the AI took over. “Patch 1.3_e announcement update: Employees of Osmark Tech.”

Osmark’s face resumed its idle movements. “Hello, employees of Osmark Technologies, or close friends and family of the employee.” I was tired of hearing his nasally, droning voice, mostly because I’d heard it so many times in the last few months.

“You have done us, no, humanity, a great service. Either you contributed to the game, Viridian Gate Online, or you supported a technician working day and night to complete this new world. For that, we all owe you our lives. This couldn’t have been possible without you and the contributions of our benefactors.”

Benefactors. Right. He meant the politicians and criminals. Those able to give worldly support for virtual compensation when the end came.

“In the next seventy-two hours, you may experience some discomfort, and at the end of it, one in six will not be able to survive the transition to the game. Allow me to explain how it works.”

Osmark’s recording went into the layman’s version of the nano-tech copying the brain’s patterns line for line into a digital form over the next three days.

“Truthfully, that’s far more candid than I ever expected to be about how the process works, but this is the end of the world.” Osmark offered a genuine, yet exhausted, smile. I appreciated that. He was a dick and a whip cracker, but he could be real sometimes.

He went on to further explain that the nanobots now coursing through my veins would be copying my essence and uploading it to the servers deep underground, protected from the catastrophic EMP 213 Astraea would discharge on entering our atmosphere.

“We installed neural inhibitors into all the capsules which automatically logged players out after six hours of gameplay, but Patch 1.3 has changed all that. The neural inhibitors have all been disabled, and after twenty-four hours of in-game time, the logout button will permanently disappear, leaving you stranded in the game.”

No skin off my back, I didn’t plan on logging out.

“If you choose to upload yourself to Viridian Gate Online, you have a chance at surviving Astraea, at least in a digital form. Now, let me take a moment to address some of the concerns circulating around the internet rumor mill. First, I can personally assure everyone listening to this message that Patch 1.3 is our last major update—the game is locked, and all essential functions are now being administered by the AI controllers.”

The Overminds. I knew them all pretty well, understood their roles. I had to. My code needed to know who to call to complete a function, so I’d had to learn them all, though I only created code for two of them: Enyo, the Overmind of Chaos, and Sophia, the Overmind of Balance.

Osmark went on to discuss the fears of hacking, which we “secured” against. We certainly did our best, but someone with time and a lot of dedication could hack what we did. It would be hard, nearly impossible with the time the world had left, but they could do it.

“By watching this warning, you hereby remove all liability of damages from Osmark Technologies, its corporate owners, and its subsidiary entities. Would you still like to proceed?”

I knew what needed to be done, and I was the one to do it. Even if I only had three days until my heart stopped, perhaps stopped for good, I would make them count. I would make Osmark pay.

I cherished my last moment as a living, breathing, fleshy being, then answered. “Yes.”
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Quest Alert: Continue Reading VGO: Firebrand

CONTINUE WITH ABBY 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 Rebel
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Viridian Gate Online: Expanded Universe

[image: image]


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)

Viridian Gate Online: Darkling Siege (Book 7)
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Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests (Anthology)

Viridian Gate Online: The Artificer (Imperial Initiative 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Dead Man’s Tide (The Illusionist Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Inquisitor’s Foil (The Illusionist Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Firebrand (The Firebrand Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Embers of Rebellion (The Firebrand Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Path of the Blood Phoenix (The Firebrand Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Absolution (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Insurrection (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 3)
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LitRPG

Rogue Dungeon: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 1)

Civil War: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 2)

Troll Nation: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 3)
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Neon Dark: Zero.Hero Book 1

Wuxia

Darkening Skies (Path of the Thunderbird Book 1)

Stone Soul (Path of the Thunderbird Book 2)

Demon Beast (Path of the Thunderbird Book 3)
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Hollow Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 1)

Eclipse Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 2)

Chaos Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 3)
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Sages of the Underpass (Battle Artists Book 1)

Urban Fantasy

Strange Magic (Yancy Lazarus Episode One)

Cold Hearted (Yancy Lazarus Episode Two)

Flashback: Siren Song (Yancy Lazarus Episode 2.5)

Wendigo Rising (Yancy Lazarus Episode Three)

Flashback: The Morrigan (Yancy Lazarus Episode 3.5)

Savage Prophet (Yancy Lazarus Episode Four)

Brimstone Blues: A Yancy Lazarus Novel
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MudMan (A Lazarus World Novel)
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Two-Faced: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 1)

Soul Game: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 2)

Post-apocalyptic

Armageddon Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 1)

Machine-Gun Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 2)

Inferno Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 3)

Storm Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 4)
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GameLit/Harem

War God’s Mantle: Ascension (Book 1)

War God’s Mantle: Descent (Book 2)

War God’s Mantle: Underworld (Book 3)
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Denver Fury: American Dragons (Book 1)

Cheyenne Magic: American Dragons (Book 2)

Montana Firestorm: American Dragons (Book 3)

Texas Showdown: American Dragons (Book 4)

California Imperium: American Dragons (Book 5)

Dodge City Knights (American Dragons Book 6)

Leadville Crucible (American Dragons Book 7)

Alaska Kingdom (American Dragons Book 8)

Alamosa Arena (American Dragons Book 9)

Wyoming Dynasty (American Dragons Book 10)
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Dungeon Bringer 1

Dungeon Bringer 2

Dungeon Bringer 3

***
[image: image]


Witch King 1

Witch King 2

Witch King 3
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Barbarian Outcast (Princesses of the Ironbound Book 1)
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Robot Bangarang: Full Frontal Galaxy (Book 1)

Space Dragon Boogaloo: Full Frontal Galaxy (Book 2)
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out the litRPG Group on Facebook!
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AND, IF YOU LOVE LITRPG and want to find more wonky books like Viridian Gate Online, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook!
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Even More litRPG on Facebook
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!
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	      Read more at James Hunter’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
    
	    
	      [image: Shadow Alley Press]
	    

    
	    



About the Publisher

        
            We love books and we are crazy-passionate about publishing the best adult Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Action-Adventure around.


Though our stories can be thought provoking at times, our primary goal is to entertain readers with wild stories and interesting characters you can’t walk away from. We want to whisk readers into a different world where the impossible is possible, where monsters lurk around every corner, but so do heroes, always ready to swoop in and fight back the dark.


We are also deeply dedicated to the authors we work with. For us, publishing is less about individual titles and more about supporting the authors we love. We want our writers to succeed, to thrive, to sell books, and to pursue their fiction passionately. We also want ALL writers to succeed and achieve their dreams of crafting excellent books and connecting with an audience who will love what they do. We firmly believe there has never been a better time to be an author. We also believe publishing is not a zero-sum game and that a rising tide lifts all boats. For that reason, we offer a variety of writing resources for folks looking to grow as wordsmiths or publish their books independently.


Find out about all our great books at www.ShadowAlleyPress.com
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