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    1       
 
    *** You have been imprisoned! *** 
 
    *** Your party has been disbanded! *** 
 
      
 
    The cell door slammed shut with a clang, trapping me within a small cell built into the roots of a massive redwood tree.  
 
    Our reunion with Faebio had gone pretty much as expected. I wasn’t sure if the system would’ve given away my role as the author of the “kick the idiot in the jimmies” quest or not, but it wouldn’t have taken very much in the way of detective work to figure it out. 
 
    I peered through the bars to the cell across the hallway where they’d put Kjara and saw her glaring back at me with a look of annoyance on her face. 
 
    “Ya know,” I said with a wry smile, “at least he didn’t order them to kill us.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t know that he could have. It would be pretty OP if you could just order level thirty plus NPC guards to murder other players. But that might have been better in the long run.” 
 
    I blinked, confused for a second. “Why would that have been better?” I asked.  
 
    “At least if we’d died we’d respawn free. Now we’re stuck here for…” she said and paused, her eyes blurring for a second as she accessed the system menus, “… two hours.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she growled. “That is bullshit. Two hours of being locked up because of that petty little- Grrrr.”  
 
    A laugh from the hallway drew my attention, and I pressed my head against the bars to try and get a glimpse at the source. 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a ruffle, girl,” the raspy voice of an elderly woman said from within the corridor. “You’ll be out of there momentarily. The boy’s had his laughs, but he sometimes goes a bit too far. You’ll have to tell me how you pooped in his cornflakes later.” 
 
    The owner of the voice stepped into view, revealing herself as the older elven druid we’d tried to save on our way to the veil. She was clad in leathers edged with fur and feathers, with a helm bearing a set of antlers adorning her head. 
 
    I activated Analyze out of habit. 
 
    *** Cynnedwyn, Moon Elf Druid [Wyrdweaver], Level 14 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 96% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Weakened Spirit *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Deep Roots, Bear’s Vigor, ???. *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Wisdom, Constitution *** 
 
    
She looked over at me and wagged a finger. “Keep your eyes to yourself, young man. Keep staring at my rack and I may get the wrong idea.” 
 
    My reaction must have been priceless, because she let out a loud cackle and slapped her thighs. “Oh, your face. I’m just joshing, young man… unless you’re interested in learning a thing or two…” 
 
    I must have blushed even deeper, setting off another round of laughter before she directed the guards to open our cells. 
 
    Kjara was trying her best not to laugh, but I could see the effort it was taking. “Just let it out. Ha, Ha. I blush a lot,” I said. 
 
    She giggled and cupped my cheek in her hands. “It’s just so cute,” she said and gave me a quick kiss. 
 
    Cynnedwyn clicked her tongue. “None of that, now. You’ll have more than enough time to swap spit once we get this whole thing settled with Billy.” 
 
    “Billy?” Kjara asked. “Who’s Billy? And do you know where Mika is?” 
 
    The druidess waved her hands. “Billy. Faellwyn-however you say it. Elvish nonsense. Too many Y’s and l’s and what have you.” 
 
    Kjara and I shared a glance, and she mouthed, “She’s nuts.” 
 
    “Your mouse-man is probably in camp somewhere, eating some cheese or something,” she continued as we left the prison and headed back towards the captain’s tent. “Why don’t you just message him and ask him yourself?” 
 
    I sighed in relief. At least our beef with Faebio hadn’t gotten Mika locked up.  
 
    >>>Me: Hey Mika, sorry about that. 
 
      
 
    *** Player Mika is currently offline. Please try again later. *** 
 
      
 
    Ah well, I thought as we followed Cynnedwyn into the command tent. So much for getting the band back together.  
 
    Seated at the end of a long table was Captain Faellwyndyr, his golden locks and velvet robes ruffled just enough to complement the disgruntled look on his face as he took in our arrival. 
 
    “Do we really need to let them free now?” he said, glaring mostly at me, the smug expression he’d worn during our first encounter completely absent. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a voice that broached no objections. “Now spill it, time’s a wasting!” 
 
    “But, grandma,” Faellwyndyr said, earning another scathing look. “Fine! That’s the guy who put out the quest that got me kicked in the balls a zillion times when I was in Tael’va, and she’s the one who made it happen.” 
 
    The druidess turned her matronly gaze on me and raised an eyebrow. “And you? Explain yourself.” 
 
    I gulped. “Well… uh… I didn’t really know what I was doing at the time and…” 
 
    “You didn’t know you could make a quest?” she interrupted. 
 
    I nodded and continued. “Yeah. I found him and Kjara arguing in the marketplace after he ninja’d her share of the loot and then decided to be an ass about it.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s gaze turned back to Faebio, who was doing his best to avoid eye contact as I continued. “So I went to the quest board to write a message to other players so they’d know he was a loot thief and not to group with him… I may have jokingly suggested a swift kick to the mommy-daddy button. I didn’t think the system would turn it into a quest.” 
 
    The sun elf seemed to gain a bit of courage and looked up. “That shit was not cool, man. Not cool. I had to buy a damn armored codpiece and eventually leave Tael’va all together.” 
 
    I winced a bit. Maybe it had been a bit harsh, but at the time my judgement was a bit clouded with anger over him cheating Kjara out of her loot.  
 
    The druidess raised an eyebrow and looked between Kjara and Faebio. “What’s this about loot stealing?” 
 
    Her grandson looked down at the ground, muttering something under his breath while Kjara responded. “Yeah. We grouped up to deal with some bandits and agreed to split the loot. Magey stuff for him. Warrior stuff for me. When the enemy dropped a new spell scroll, I happily handed it over, but when a nice sword dropped, he refused. Then when we confronted him with it, he stormed off in a huff and called us newbs.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn placed her hands on her hips and stared down at the sun elf. “Is that true, Billy?” 
 
    Faellwyndyr mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    “What was that?” the druidess said in a harsher tone. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, clearly this time. “I took the damned sword.” 
 
    “Well then,” Cynnedwyn continued. “We’ve got a stolen sword accompanied by a lack of manners, an inadvertent quest, probably hormone driven if you ask me-” 
 
    “Hey!” I said, but quickly shut up as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “… and a strange turn of events that brought you here and put you at the mercy of my grandson, who, amusingly enough, only gained the power to exact his petty revenge because of your nutcracker quest. You’ve got the makings of a great Telenovela here!” she said with a brief cackle. 
 
    Kjara looked over. “What? How did being a loot thief with a target on his junk lead to becoming a Captain in the Vale?” she asked, looking over to Faellwyndyr. 
 
    The druidess smiled and gestured to the table. “Have a seat. This may take a while.” 
 
    … 
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    Well. It turned out that Faellwyndyr was actually a seventeen-year-old kid. A kid whose parents were more interested in their own seemingly eternal mid-life crisis than with making sure their kid was getting a proper upbringing… at least according to his grandmother. 
 
    She must have been loaded. She casually mentioned how she’d purchased pods for herself and her two grandchildren to play the game as if it was no big thing, and just like honey badger, granny didn’t give a fuck.  
 
    She was definitely one of those older ladies who’d been through the wringer and was ready to live her remaining years however the hell she pleased. 
 
    Grandma Elf didn’t go into too much detail, but from what I was able to piece together, the kid’s ability to play was contingent upon staying in granny’s good graces, and he’d almost screwed it up from the get-go with his unplanned trip to Tael’va. 
 
    “I didn’t go there to try and ditch you,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I was just trying to level as fast as I could, and the caravan quest gave a ton of xp.” 
 
    She snorted. “Pish, posh. You want to level? You grind it out. There were plenty of rabid wolves and other critters in the forests to farm. Lots of xp, vender trash, and mats.” 
 
    I just shook my head, still not knowing quite what to make of the elven druidess. 
 
    “Whatever,” he said, earning a slightly raised eyebrow from his grandmother. “The caravan gave me enough xp to level and paid enough coin to get some nice gear.” 
 
    He smirked. “Plus, I wasn’t tripping over other players. It was refreshing, not looking around and seeing a zillion other players all scrambling for the same quests and mobs. The NPCs were super nice, too,” he said. “And the quests were better.” 
 
    “Then why’d you act like such a dick?” Kjara said, earning a snort from Cynnedwyn and an embarrassed glare from the sun elf. 
 
    He looked up and saw his grandmother watching him expectantly and mumbled something under his breath. 
 
    “What was that, Billy?” the druidess asked with a knowing grin. 
 
    “I was trying to show off, okay?” he huffed. “Dad always says that the ladies like a guy to take charge and be tough, and well… you’re hot, okay?” 
 
    Kjara’s eyes opened wide, and I tried my best to control my urge to burst out laughing, my amusement warring with my regret over the punishment I’d doled out. 
 
    Poor kid, I thought. Young buck trying to strut his stuff and here we come along and bust his balls. Literally. 
 
    I shook my head. He didn’t look like a teenager. Hell, the sun elf avatar he’d crafted for himself looked like an adult, and at the time he was acting like the typical gamer trolls I’d dealt with for years. How was I supposed to know he was just a punk kid? 
 
    Kjara gave him a weak smile. “Thanks… But you’re a bit young for me,” she said, and reached over and took my hand. “Plus, I’m spoken for.” 
 
    I gave her hand a squeeze and shrugged at the sun elf. “I’m sorry about the whole quest thing, man. I may not have meant to make it a quest, but it was still a dick move.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn waved her hand. “Yes, Yes. We got that much. You’re sorry, he’s sorry. Just get on with the story, Billy.” 
 
    He sighed. “Well, after people started nutting me every time I found a group to quest with, I said fuck it and…” 
 
    “Language!” Cynnedwyn scolded. 
 
    “You curse all the time,” Faellwyndyr complained. 
 
    She sniffed. “I’m an old lady and I’ll curse if I want to. You, however, are not.” 
 
    “Fine,” he replied. “I said screw it and found a caravan heading back to the Vale. Long story short, we got jumped by some bandits and I saved one of the moon elven merchants from getting kidnapped. As a reward, he hooked me up with his father who’s on the council, which unlocked a quest chain which got me this phat loot and snazzy Captain status.” 
 
    “Congrats,” I said. “At least it worked out in the long run.” 
 
    The sun elf harrumphed. “It was awesome. Then these fish dudes showed up and started wrecking the place. Now it's work!” 
 
    The druidess chuckled. “Don’t mind him. He’s doing a fantastic job keeping things going. Like my dear departed husband used to say, a man’s true character is only seen once he’s been balls deep in the blood of his enemies… or his wife.” 
 
    “Grandma!” Faellwyndyr exclaimed. “What the hell!” 
 
    She started cackling loudly as he continued, “Grandpa isn’t even dead! He’s in Paris.” 
 
    The druidess caught her breath and flashed us a mischievous grin. “Oh relax, sonny. He might as well be dead for all the action I’ve gotten the last few years,” she muttered and got a thoughtful look on her face. “Although if I can get him to log in here for a few hours… hmmm.” 
 
    “Grandma, please. Stop!” he said, and I couldn’t hold in my laughter anymore, completely losing it at the expression of glee on the druidess’ face and the matching one of trauma on the sun elf’s. 
 
    *** 
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    We left the command tent behind, leaving Cynnedwyn and Faebio to their strange little family dinner, assured that we wouldn’t need to worry about being harassed by the guards anymore.  
 
    We’d been given free rein in the camp, but as we stepped outside, I realized I had no clue where anything was. The only areas showing up on my map were the location of the barrows themselves and the roadway we’d followed on our journey in. 
 
    I opened my log and read through the current stage of the quest. 
 
    *** Quest: Left Arm of the Devourer *** 
 
    *** Anpu, Lord of the Underworld, has charged you with retrieving the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from within the Forbidden Barrows in the Vale of Dreams. The Fae guardians have been corrupted by Kchil’ik’s influence and will not hand over the relic without a fight. And the Elven court is not known to be kind to outsiders. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Enter the Forbidden Barrows [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from the Fae Court [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Return the Left Arm of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, reputation with the Saa Pantheon, reputation with the Valerian Court *** 
 
      
 
    From what I could gather from the quest text and the hints that Anpu had dropped, getting into the barrows wasn’t going to be as simple as just walking in.  
 
    Like the Tomb of Asah, the dungeon was in some sort of restricted area, and this time, we didn’t have a friendly Hierophant to sneak us in. Supposedly the High Priest of the Valerian, the moon elven pantheon, was going to be waiting for us, but there was no telling how much help they were allowed to give. 
 
    It could be as easy as walking up, saying hi, and away we’d go, but I doubted it. The last bit in the quest description was a pretty clear indicator that we were going to have to work for it. 
 
    Kjara sidled up next to me and bumped me with her hip. “Ready to experience the wonders of elven hospitality?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You mean that wasn’t it?” I asked, slipping into an impression of a game show announcer. “Welcome to the Vale of Dreams! Your first stop is… prison!” 
 
    She snorted as I continued. “Dug deep, nay, shaped directly into the roots of a massive tree, our prison boasts the finest of accommodations! Everything is made of wood! Watch out for the splinters!” 
 
    Kjara joined in, her own impression much better than my own, “Upon gaining your freedom, enjoy a hearty meal with Grandma Heffner before taking in the sights! Trees! To your left, trees,” she called, gesturing wildly. “To your right? You got it! More, slightly different, yet still basically the same trees!” 
 
    I laughed and slid my arm through hers as we headed back towards the main road where we’d spotted a marketplace of sorts on our trip in. 
 
    A few steps later, I paused. “Crap. We should have asked Faebio where we could find the High Priest.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back and ask?” she said, gesturing back towards the tent. 
 
    “I’m sure someone in the market can direct us to the temple,” I said with no second thoughts whatsoever. “I mean, it’s gotta be a pretty popular place, right?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “True, but first the most important thing,” she said, and laughed at my confused expression. 
 
    “What? What am I missing?” I said, wracking my brain. 
 
    She chuckled. “Do you really want to walk all the way back here from Va’pu if you die?” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “An inn! Yes! Oh gods, yes, we need somewhere to bind!” I said and looked at Kjara. “Okay. Can we not do a brothel this time? Please?” 
 
    That comment earned us a strange look from some nearby players, but we both just laughed and kept walking towards the market. The place was still bustling with NPCs and players alike, but the whole thing was much more slapped together than I expected.  
 
    Tents and other makeshift buildings lined the clearing where merchants in hastily constructed booths sold whatever wares they’d managed to lug to the site. 
 
    “Nothing here really says ‘Inn’, does it?” Kjara asked, gesturing around at the tents and lean-tos. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not so much,” I said and called out to a passing moon elf dressed in mismatched leathers with daggers strapped pretty much everywhere. “Hey man, is there an inn or something around here?” 
 
    He looked back and cracked a smile before heading over. “An inn? Dude, this is a war camp. If you want an inn, you gotta go way west to the city. Probably an hour or so on foot.” 
 
    “Is there some other place to bind, then?” Kjara asked, scanning the surrounding woods. 
 
    He nodded. “Oh yeah. There’s a barracks out near the front where they’ll let you bind if you swear to help out when the fish-bois attack. Seems a bit silly though, since that’s why everyone’s here anyway.” 
 
    “Not for the dungeon?” I asked. 
 
    He burst out laughing. “As if. No, no one’s figured out how to get the elves to let them into the dungeon yet, and why bother when there’s tons of xp and loot from the battlegrounds.” 
 
    My look of confusion seemed to amuse him. “You know, the battlegrounds? They popped up after the last patch. You ever play WoW?” 
 
    I nodded, remembering the days of yore. 
 
    He continued, “It’s like that, but different enough that the big B couldn’t sue Kabishiyama for copyright infringement or something.” 
 
    I chuckled at that, but suspected at this stage in the game any lawsuits would be moot. Big B never did make the jump to VR, but they still held a massive market share in the MMO space, fending off the various competition with expansion after expansion. 
 
    “So, how does it work?” Kjara asked. 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough,” he said with a grin, eyes going distant for a second as he checked something on his HUD. “They normally attack about now, so if you excuse me, I need to grab some potions before we get called up!” 
 
    “But-“ I started, but he was already gone, jogging across the clearing and disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    Kjara grabbed my hand. “We better find that barracks before whatever it is that guy’s talking about starts up. If we get shanked in some battle, it's back to Va’pu we go.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s go,” I said. “Maybe we can find Mika there, too. Stupid jail broke the party.” 
 
    Kjara led the way, easily weaving in and out of the crowds as I fumbled along behind her, apologizing almost constantly as I bumped into person after person. 
 
    “Speaking of parties,” Kjara said, glancing back with absolutely zero impact on her ability to avoid colliding with anyone. 
 
    *** Kjara has invited you to form a party! Accept? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    I, of course, accepted and then focused on the people slalom until we left the crowded section of the camp behind. 
 
    We followed the pathway north towards a giant, tree shaped tower climbing out of the canopy, barely visible from the path. Eventually, the pathway opened into another clearing where a large, rectangular tent was staked out. 
 
    Elven soldiers stood at attention near the entrance of the tent with a pair of long, rectangular banners mounted on tall poles behind them. Each of the banners displayed what I could only assume was the symbol of the Vale military.  
 
    The main sigil was a full moon, flanked on either side by a crescent. The moons were silver and the banner was a deep forest-green.  
 
    Each of the guards was armed with a spear with a long, tapering point and a crescent guard. The entire spear seemed to be crafted out of wood, but the wood of the spear tip and crescent guard gleamed with a metallic sheen. 
 
    As we approached, they crossed those spears before the entrance. “Halt and state your purpose,” the first guard said, looking at me skeptically with her hard, blue eyes. 
 
    Kjara stepped forward. “We are here to continue our fight against the Kchil and their allies,” she said and gestured to me. “My companion and I would like to... uh, bivouac here?” 
 
    The second soldier, a moon elf with stark white hair, nodded. “Of course. Head inside and speak to the General and she’ll assign you a bunk.” 
 
    They uncrossed their spears and gestured for us to enter. The female guard kept her gaze locked on me until we passed out of sight. 
 
    The inside of the tent was pretty bare, as one would expect of a military barracks. Rows of cots lined the walls with small footlockers at their feet.  
 
    At the end of the tent was a small desk with a weary looking moon elf seated behind it, sharpening her blade. She looked up as we approached, and I felt a wave of energy pass over me with her gaze. 
 
    “Oh good,” she said. “I was afraid you’d be another group of useless lay-abouts, but I can see that you’ve seen blood. You are here to join the war effort?” 
 
    *** Quest Available: Defend the Vale   *** 
 
    *** General Uryl’i has requested that you join the war effort against the Kchil invaders. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Answer the Call to Arms [0/5] *** 
 
    *** Successfully Defend the Towers against the Invaders [0/5] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: Reputation with the Elves of the Vale, Reputation with the Moonguard, xp, accommodations in the Vale of Dreams War Camp Barracks (accessible immediately) *** 
 
    *** Accept? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara shrugged and then nodded to the General. I followed suit and accepted the quest. “Yes. The Kchil must be stopped wherever they show their faces.” 
 
    The General gave me the barest hint of a smile and then turned her gaze to Kjara, who received a much warmer look. “Claim your bunks and be ready. I’ve got a feeling it won’t be long before you’ll be called to the front.” 
 
    With a curt nod, we were dismissed and made our way back down the rows of cots until we found two that were free. 
 
    *** You have set your bind point to the Vale of Dreams War Camp Barracks! *** 
 
      
 
    I laid down on my cot and breathed out a sigh. “And that there is the sound of not having to walk across the desert again when I die,” I said and kicked up my feet. “Although I can’t say I’m going to like spending the night in elf scout camp.” 
 
    Kjara chuckled. “I’m sure you can handle it. Not like many of our roommates are actually going to sleep here. You’ll have the entire place to yourself. Do you need to sleep?” 
 
    I nodded. “I think so. At least it feels that way. I’ll probably take a trip to the temple to do some training overnight and then pop back for some quick Z’s.” 
 
    “We’ve got time before then. How about we hit up the-“ 
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – TIDAL SURGE – BATTLEGROUND *** 
 
    *** ALERT! A force of the Kchil is heading towards the front! Report to your assigned tower and drive off the invaders! *** 
 
    *** CRITERIA: *** 
 
    *** Successfully Defend the Towers [0/1] *** 
 
    *** REWARDS: xp, Battlegrounds Medals, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
    *** REFUSAL: Loss of Reputation with the Moonguard, Loss of Reputation with the Elves of the Vale, Loss of access to the Barracks *** 
 
    *** Accept the Call? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    “-market… Damnit,” she continued. “Guess we’ll get to that later.” 
 
    *** Your party leader has accepted the call! *** 
 
    *** Report to the nearest rallying point and await further instructions! *** 
 
    *** NOTE: Incomplete parties will be combined prior to objective assignment. *** 
 
    *** Time until battle – 09:59 *** 
 
      
 
    A waypoint appeared on my map and the timer started to tick down while I levered myself up from the narrow cot.  
 
    I offered a hand to Kjara. “Ready to kick some ass?” I asked as I helped her up. 
 
    “You know it,” she said, loosening her Temple Blades in their scabbards. “Hope we don’t get stuck with a bunch of noobs.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m pretty sure we’re the noobs here.” 
 
    She snorted and headed for the door. “Leet is a state of mind, James. Embrace the Leet!” 
 
    I groaned a bit and followed, adjusting my armor on the way. 
 
    *** 
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    The staging area was a small clearing at the base of one of the giant wooden towers. The area was already bustling when we arrived. NPC soldiers were rushing around, collecting their weapons before heading off towards the next tower. 
 
    In the center of the clearing was a large circular stone platform with glowing runes carved into the outer edge. Several groups of players stood on the stone platform, talking amongst themselves. 
 
    I gestured to the platform. “What’s that all about?”  
 
    Kjara shrugged. “No clue. Maybe there are buffs or something?” 
 
    *** Vaelwyn Truesilver has been added to your party. *** 
 
    *** Derg Dergson has been added to your party. *** 
 
    *** Key el Zyuu has been added to your party. *** 
 
    *** Your party is now full. *** 
 
    *** Your party has been added to the Defenders of the Vale Warhost *** 
 
      
 
    *** Assessing Party Composition… Complete. *** 
 
    *** Kjara Mistwalker has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Vaelwyn Truesilver has been assigned the role of Scout. *** 
 
    *** Derg Dergson has been assigned the role of Tank. *** 
 
    *** Key el Zyuu has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Kheph Sa’tep has been assigned the role of Healer. *** 
 
    *** Notifications set to default for the healer role. *** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell!” I yelled as Kjara started cracking up. “Don’t I get a say?” 
 
    >>> Derg: What’s up party people! Ready to pwn some bad guys? 
 
    >>> Key: Hey Derg! How’s it hanging? 
 
    >>> Vaelwyn: Yo yo yo. 
 
    >>> Derg: Hey healz, I hope you know what you’re doing. Last time I got stuck with a total newb and we almost got knocked out in the first wave. 
 
    >>> Me: Guess I should pretend this isn’t my first time here then, huh? 
 
    >>> Derg: ah fuck my life. At least you’ve got some levels.  
 
    >>> Kjara: Don’t worry. He can heal. He just hates it. 
 
    >>> Key: Suck it up buttercup. Let the healing juices flow and we’ll keep the big bad fishies from getting to you. 
 
      
 
    I groaned and hung my head while Kjara had her fun. “Bad enough keeping you and Amenhotep alive. Now I gotta heal four other people?” 
 
    “Five,” she replied. “You’re not leaving Amenhotep out of this one, are you? Two tanks are better than one.” 
 
    >>> Vaelwyn: Ok newbs. Look to your left. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and noticed a moon elf dressed in dark leathers waving from the edge of the stone platform.  
 
    >>> Vaelwyn: Yup, that’s me. Now, unless you want to walk out to whatever tower we get assigned, I suggest you hop on the teleport pad. 
 
      
 
    Kjara and I exchanged a glance and then moved over to meet our party member. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Where’s everyone else? 
 
    >>> Key: South circle. 
 
    >>> Derg: In your mom. 
 
    >>> Me: So we’re in middle school now? 
 
    >>> Derg: Doesn’t matter where I am. The circles will bamf us to wherever we’re assigned.  
 
    >>> Me: Okay, whatever. There anything else we should know? What should we expect? 
 
    >>> Derg: Fish idiots and their allies attack. We kill them and keep them from getting to the magus at the top of the tower. Profit. 
 
    >>> Kjara: What kind of allies? 
 
    >>> Vaelwyn: Players. Although most of their heavy hitters probably won’t be on yet. It’s still early out in LA where most of them are based. Wannabe edgelords who threw in with the corrupted.  
 
    >>> Me: Ug.  
 
    >>> Derg: Eh, they knew what they signed up for. Got some crazy wierdo boons, but are kill on sight in most cities now. 
 
    >>> Key: Ok, AFK til port time.  
 
      
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Kjara, and she just shrugged. “Maybe they’re on a headset?” 
 
    Vaelwyn snickered. “Nah. Key’s probably just trying to field brew something and doesn’t want to listen to the rest of us gab. I even caught her setting up her portable lab in the tower last time we were grouped.” 
 
    “Hah,” I said. “Gotta fill that downtime, I guess.”  
 
    He nodded. “Don’t think she’ll be pulling that one again, though. Last time she took a fireball in the face and died. We lost that tower, and she lost her kit. Several hundred gold down the toilet.” 
 
    Kjara and I both cringed at that.  
 
    *** ONE MINUTE WARNING! *** 
 
      
 
    >>> Derg: Ok folks. Mount up and get ready to make some sushi! 
 
    >>> Me: See you soon! 
 
    >>> Kjara: Wooo! 
 
    >>> Key: Back! Buff huddle once we arrive. 
 
    >>> Derg: Meet up at the gate. 
 
      
 
    “Just follow me when we arrive,” Vaelwyn said, and I nodded in thanks.  
 
    Bad enough the tank was already convinced I didn’t know what I was doing… even if he was right… to an extent. At least as far as the battleground was concerned. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kjara said. 
 
    A timer appeared floating in the air over the portal and counted down from ten as some last-minute recruits sprinted onto the platform. With a flash of light we were transported from the staging area to a small courtyard. 
 
    *** You have been assigned to the defense of Tower 5 *** 
 
    *** Objectives Updated: *** 
 
    *** Defend Magus Aesyr’vel from the invaders. (0/1) *** 
 
    *** Reward: xp, Battlegrounds Medals *** 
 
      
 
    Vaelwyn led us out of the tower’s main gate and towards the Moonwell. A long, wooden wall had been hastily erected between the towers and the beach, forming a defensive bulwark against the Kchil invasion. 
 
    There were gates built into the wall at each of the towers. I wasn’t sure why they decided to include breach points in their new defenses, but figured it was most likely a game thing to keep the scenario balanced. 
 
    To either side of the gate were single story guard towers that would allow ranged defenders to attack the enemy at range. 
 
    Waiting at the gate when we arrived was a massive krek warrior, clad head to toe in armor crafted from thick bones with a massive shield and axe to match. He turned to face us and grimaced, showing off his massive tusks. “Good. We’ve only got a few minutes before they get here, so get to buffing.” 
 
    “On it!” a voice called out from behind me as a flash of light washed across the area. 
 
    *** You have been affected by Key’s Illuminating Wave! Your critical strike chance has been increased! ***  
 
      
 
    When the spots cleared from my vision, I got a look at the caster. A gnome?  
 
    She was maybe four and a half feet tall, including her hat, and was dressed head to toe in white. White robes, hat, gloves… white everything. Even her staff was made out of white wood, with a glowing crystal atop it. Even her hair and the glow of the crystal were white. Someone definitely had a theme going on. 
 
    She flashed me a smile, showing off her impeccably, you guessed it, white teeth before casting a series of spells on herself and the rest of the party.  
 
    I made the rounds, casting Jackal’s tooth on everyone’s weapons, enchanting the lot with a bonus to damage and critical strike. 
 
    When I finished everyone except Kjara was still staring at me expectantly. “What?”  
 
    Derg sniffed. “That’s it? One buff? Seriously?” 
 
    Vaelwyn sighed. “The mage has more buffs than our healer. This should be fun.” 
 
    The gnome, Key, cleared her throat. “That’s Illuminator, not mage, thank-you-very-much,” she said, almost too quickly to follow. 
 
    “Sorry, Key,” the moon elf replied. “I can’t keep all these specs straight.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ve got an aura too but didn’t want to drain all my mana before the fighting started. And you don’t have to tank alone anyway.” 
 
    The krek looked down his nose at me. “You may have some nice armor there, Saa-boy, but you’re staying in the back and keeping me alive.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I am well aware,” I said with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    Kjara rested her hand on my shoulder. “Just do it.” 
 
    “Okay. Just keep them from doing anything stupid,” I said, and she winked. 
 
    Tuning out the rest of the party, I called the symbols for Summon Legionnaire into my mind and inscribed them onto the earth with energy from my Divine Favor pool. 
 
    As the last golden sigil took shape, a small vortex of crimson and golden sand started to flow from the glowing circle. 
 
    The sand thickened and flowed together, building the form of Amenhotep from the ground up. Inch by inch, the Temple Guardian’s mummified form took shape, the sand transforming into bandage-wrapped flesh and gold and bronze armor.  
 
    I nudged the spell slightly, adding the second rank ability to the mix, Aegis of Bone, and watched as a pale stream of sand joined the crimson and gold vortex to reinforce the mummy, boosting his hit points and defensive stats. 
 
    When the spell was complete, Amenhotep stood before us in all his glory. His massive body was completely shrouded in dried linen bandages and encased in a set of ornate bronze and golden armor. In place of his eyes were twin spheres of glowing golden light. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Summon Legionnaire spell! Rank 2 Achieved! *** 
 
    
He raised his tower shield into position and gripped his golden khopesh tightly as his eyes swept over our assembled party before coming to rest on me. 
 
    He bowed slightly. “Greetings again, Adept,” he broadcast into my mind. “I can feel the taint of the Devourer’s forces nearby. It is good that you have summoned me.” 
 
    “Wooooaaaah,” Key said, staring at the mummy with her mouth hanging wide. 
 
    “Well, that’s not something you see every day,” Vaelwyn said with a laugh. 
 
    Derg opened his mouth to comment, but the wailing of a conch drew everyone’s attention to the shoreline where it was quickly joined by the clicking and trilling screams of the enemy. 
 
    *** 
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    “Oh yeah!” the krek yelled and smacked the flat of his axe against his shield. “Time to kill some fishies.” 
 
    Vaelwyn chuckled and drew back his bow. “If you’ve got range attacks, get up in the towers,” he said, looking at Kjara. “But be ready to get down quick when the gate breaks.” 
 
    She nodded and climbed up into the left side tower before readying her bow. 
 
    I grinned and moved to join her, but a strong hand on my shoulder stopped me in my tracks. “Not you,” Derg said with a grunt. “Your mana’s for healing.” 
 
    Kjara glanced back with a sympathetic look but quickly turned her gaze back to the shore. 
 
    I glared at the tank. “I can heal, sure. But I’ve got some nice offensive spells too.”  
 
    He looked at me with a bored expression. “Ya done?” he said, and I growled in frustration. 
 
    He sighed. “Look, I’m sure your quite capable at blowing stuff up. Hell, you think I want to lug this damn shield around?” he said, hefting his shield and shaking it at me. “No. I don’t. But since the damn game decided to stick me in the tank spot, that’s my job. And your job is to heal. So suck it up, do your job, or we’re all gonna die.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. I get it. But I’m no crunchy healer. I need to be fighting to take full advantage of my kit.” 
 
     “Just keep us alive,” he said, calling back over his shoulder as he got into position at the gate. “If you can do that, then I don’t care what else you do. I haven’t lost a tower yet and I’ll be damned if this is the first time. I’m sure you’ll have ample opportunity to do your thing once the gates come down.” 
 
    The gate was about eight feet across, so when Amenhotep moved forward to stand shoulder to shoulder with the krek tank, their combined mass was almost enough to cover the whole thing. 
 
    Amenhotep gave the krek a respectful nod, which Derg returned and then burst out laughing. “Oh, this is going to be fun,” he said with a grin, giving the mummy a friendly shoulder bump. 
 
    Vaelwyn climbed into the tower on the right side of the gate, and with a bright flash of light, Key joined him, leaving me on the ground to await the enemy’s arrival. 
 
    I moved around a bit, finding a good spot where I could keep an eye on those up in the towers while still being close enough so my aura could cover the gate itself. Once that was done, I used Analyze on the three new additions to the party to see just what we were working with. 
 
    ***<Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Derg Dergson, Krek Warrior [Skulltaker], Level 17 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Calm Before the Storm, Cautious Approach, Illuminating Wave *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Mental Attacks *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    ***<Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Vaelwyn Truesilver, Moon Elf Rogue [Valewarden], Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 93% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Eye of the Eagle, Gladewalker, Illuminating Wave *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    ***<Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Key el Zyuu, Forest Gnome Wizard [Illuminator], Level 14 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 97%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Insight, Clarity, Illuminating Wave *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Intelligence, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    “What do we got this time, Vael?” Derg shouted. 
 
    “About fifty skreel fodder; two pairs of blobbies with rams; and looks like one spiny commander with a shaman,” the Valewarden responded. 
 
    Derg grunted. “None of the Dark Tide boys?” 
 
    “Not that I can see. Looks like you were right,” Vaelwyn said with a grin. “Should be an easy one.” 
 
    “Dark Tide?” I asked, earning a brief look from the krek. 
 
    “The guild that threw in the with the fishies,” he said and spat on the ground. “Bunch of trolls.” 
 
    “Incoming!” Kjara called and a small explosion lit up the other side of the wall. 
 
    *** THE BATTLE HAS BEGUN! *** 
 
      
 
    A health bar appeared over the gate with a small sliver missing and the enemy conch rang out again, followed by the savage roar of the Kchil charge. 
 
    “Target the blobbies,” Derg belted out. “We get them before they can reach the gate and we should be golden!” 
 
    Key’s giggling trickled down from the tower as she spewed what looked like clouds of light needles towards the enemy, accompanied by the synchronized twanging of the moon elves’ bows. 
 
    Meanwhile there I was, twiddling my thumbs, not even able to see what was happening on the other side of the gate. 
 
    Soon enough the enemy got close enough to attack, targeting those on the towers. Javelins tipped with sharpened coral and bolts of ice did some damage to those up on the wall, finally giving me something to do. 
 
    Key was the first hit, taking a javelin through the shoulder that dropped her health all the way down to thirty percent and dyed her pristine white shirt with the deep crimson of her blood. 
 
    She pulled the weapon free, dropping another five percent before my Cure Wounds spell hit her and sealed the wound, restoring her to almost full. She was a textbook example of a glass cannon. 
 
    “Their caster’s got a shield spell,” Vaelwyn yelled down. “One ram team is down but the other one’s shielded and we can’t do much about it. Get ready down there!” 
 
    The ram smashed into the gate from the other side, sending splinters of wood flying everywhere as its health bar dropped by a full third. Several small gaps opened in the wooden door, giving me a brief glimpse of the enemy. 
 
    Skreel claws reached into the gaps, ripping and tearing at the wood. With another crash, the gate started to sag inwards. 
 
    “They’re about to breach! Get ready for phase two!” Derg yelled. 
 
    Kjara drew her blades and leapt down just as the gate gave way to the final blow of the marcid’s ram. Amenhotep and Derg stepped forward to meet the surge of skreel that came pouring through the gate as I activated Aura of the Underworld. 
 
    Derg let out a blood-curdling howl, producing a mixed reaction among the skreel. Half of them howled in return, their eyes turning red with rage while the other half basically wet themselves and tried to flee, resulting in several being trampled by their companions. 
 
    Amenhotep stepped forward and slammed his shield into the ground, creating a rippling shockwave that crashed into the enemy’s front ranks, knocking most of them off their feet and sending those who’d already been injured back to whatever void awaited their souls upon death. 
 
    The marcids dropped their ram and charged in, smashing into Amenhotep’s shield in an attempt to drive him back and make room for their companions to get through. 
 
    Up on the tower, Vaelwyn let loose one final arrow and then smiled as he called out, “Caster’s down!” 
 
    “Good,” Derg grunted as he embedded his axe into the base of the closest marcid’s neck, almost severing its head in the process. 
 
    The injured creature opened its maw in a gurgled scream and then dropped when a dart of pure light from above buried itself in its chest. 
 
    On the left flank, Kjara’s whirling blades made quick work of the surviving skreel, and combined with Amenhotep’s strategic strikes, finished off the second marcid as well. 
 
    The rest of the skreel went down easily to our combined attacks, and I even got to use my spear to pick off a few who tried to make it through our lines. 
 
    The arothrok commander didn’t even make it to the gates. Key had turned him into a smoldering husk with some sort of magic laser beam or something from the relative safety of the tower. 
 
    *** WAVE ONE – COMPLETE *** 
 
    *** Time until next wave – 00:01:00 *** 
 
      
 
    “Next wave?” I said, looking out of the gate towards the Moonwell. “How many are there?” 
 
    Derg chuckled. “Depends. Usually we get at least two, sometimes three. Judging by the crap quality of the stuff they’ve sent so far there should only be one more.” 
 
    Vaelwyn and Key headed over to the gate and started piling up the broken pieces in a makeshift barricade. “The second wave usually has more marcids and arothroks to back up the skreel,” the Valewalker said and gestured to the makeshift barricade taking form. “This won’t do much good in terms of defense, but it’ll bunch ‘em up nicely for Key’s spells.” 
 
    I looked over at the gnome who was carrying a chunk of gate twice her size towards the barricade. “Hey Key. Do your spells do fire damage?” I asked. 
 
    “Nopers,” she replied, tossing the board onto the pile. “This lady is one hundred percent light.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “If we get a pack of marcids I’m going to hit them with my AOE.” 
 
    Derg started to talk, but I cut him off with a raised hand. “Think of it as ‘pre-emptive’ healing. They suck against fire and I’ve got the equivalent of a wizard’s fireball.” 
 
    “Fair point,” Vaelwyn added. “If he can soften up the big bastards, they’ll be a lot easier to take down.” 
 
    “Fine,” Derg said with a scowl. “But then back to the healing. We’re going to need a lot more of it this time around.” 
 
    *** 10 SECOND WARNING *** 
 
      
 
    “Here they come!” Derg yelled. “Positions!” 
 
    Kjara and Vaelwyn scampered up the ladders while Amenhotep and Derg took up position behind the makeshift barrier, leaving Key and myself in the backfield. 
 
    Holding my Sunspear in my shield hand, I cast Flamestrike and smiled as the flaming javelin formed in my hand, ready to be thrown. 
 
    A chorus of clicks and trills accompanied the enemy’s arrival. First came another pack of skreel, their toothy maws opened wide in anticipation of their next meal. Behind them was a group of six marcids, armed with large, bladed gauntlets made of some type of chitin that enhanced their already deadly claws. 
 
    At the back of the pack was a pair of arothroks, the spines of their aquatic heritage doing little to disguise the ancestor they most assuredly shared with the orc-like kreks of the surface. All three were covered in beaded necklaces and fetishes carved out of the bones and the teeth of some massive ocean predators, and their skin was marked with inky black veins that seemed to pulse with a life of their own.  
 
    I focused on the twin casters and used Analyze. 
 
    *** Arothrok Void Shaman, Level 22 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100% SP: 93% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Sigil of the Deep, ??? *** 
 
    *** Strengths: ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire, Light *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    *** Arothrok Void Shaman, Level 22 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100% SP: 93% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Sigil of the Eel, ???, ??? *** 
 
    *** Strengths: ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire, Light *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    “Two void shamans, oof,” I said with a huff. “Prime targets for Key though. Those shadowy veins really don’t like the light… or fire.” 
 
    The gnome clapped her hands together with excitement. “Oh don’t worry about those guys. They might not know me yet, but I’ll show them the light.” 
 
    We all groaned at that, earning a squinty eyed glare from the Illuminator. “Critics everywhere!” she said as she began her attack on the approaching skreel. 
 
    A cloud of small lights like a swarm of heat-seeking missiles burst out of the gnome’s outstretched hands and streaked across the clearing to pepper the skreel, screaming like bottle rockets as they flew. The shards of light embedded themselves in the charging creatures, cutting through their scaley flesh and killing or severely wounding all who were hit. 
 
    “That’s right!” she yelled and sent another volley streaking out to similar effect. 
 
    Kjara and Vaelwyn focused their fire on the marcids and shamans, forcing the spellcasters to focus on keeping their forces alive instead of on murdering us. 
 
    Derg moved forward to block the gate, but that’d make things difficult for me. 
 
    “Derg back up a bit,” I called out. “We can use the gate as a choke point so my Flamestrike can get more of them.” 
 
    He glared back at me and opened his mouth to say something but went silent when his eyes spotted the flaming javelin in my hand. Muttering something under his breath, he shook his head and backed away from the opening, lining up with Amenhotep who had already moved into the optimal position. 
 
    The Kchil closed ranks as they neared the gate with the remaining skreel at the front. They surged through the opening and over the piled up debris and ran headlong into a cone of razor sharp light shards that tore them to pieces. 
 
    As soon as I had a clear view of the incoming marcids through the resulting mist, I let my spear fly. I targeted the ground right in front of the group of marcids, doing my best to time the explosion so it would go off as they passed over it. 
 
    Derg yelled out, “Damnit! You missed,” but I just smiled and counted down the seconds. 
 
    FWOOSH! The flaming javelin erupted into a pillar of fire that filled the gate. The sounds of high pitched screaming and sizzling bacon as their fatty flesh melted in the intense fire.  
 
    When the flames cleared, half of the marcids were lying dead in the gateway. The other half were in various states of burned, with some still in the process of burning as the flames continued to eat away at their oily flesh. 
 
    Amenhotep stepped forwards, leaving the gape-mouthed Derg a step behind as he used his Shockwave skill to blast the remaining marcids away and grab their attention. 
 
    The krek shook himself and charged the melting creatures while Kjara and Vaelwyn continued to rain arrows onto the void shamans. 
 
    A cry from up above drew my attention. Kjara was bent over in agony, cradling her left arm which was coated in some sort of black shadow goo. Her health bar was dropping by the second. 
 
    *** Kjara has been afflicted with Kiss of the Void *** 
 
      
 
    A bolt of healing energy restored most of her health but did little to counter the obvious pain the spell was causing. But it did give me time to remove the Damage Over Time (DOT) with Sehkmet’s Cleansing. 
 
    *** Kiss of the Void has been dispelled! *** 
 
      
 
    She gave me a nod of thanks and knelt down to catch her breath. The enemy dot had done a number on her stamina pool. 
 
    Amenhotep and Derg were having little difficulty holding the marcids at bay while Key ran back and forth like a crazy person peppering the blobby creatures with alternating bolts and sprays of light, but her mana was starting to run low. 
 
    Vaelwyn’s health flashed in my view as he was struck by something and knocked from his perch. He crashed into the ground with a thud and the impact dropped his health under five percent. 
 
    *** WARNING! Party Member – Vaelwyn’s health at critical levels! *** 
 
      
 
    Wincing in sympathy, I hit him with a Cure Wounds and rushed to his side. Once I could reach him, I switched to Soothing Touch and helped him to his feet. As soon as he was out of immediate danger, I turned my attention back to the rest of the party and topped everyone off. 
 
    My mana was just under fifty percent and I was itching to show the Void Shamans the error of their ways, but I also didn’t feel like dealing with the backlash from the rest of the party. The temptation grew when the Void Shamans came into view through the gateway, their void corrupted forms just aching for a taste of divine flame. 
 
    Without the continued harassment of our archers the enemy casters were finally free to go fully on the offensive. With a quick chant, the first shaman raised his hand and raked the front line with a massive beam of darkness. 
 
    *** Arothrok Void Shaman casts Beam of Nothingness *** 
 
      
 
    The attack didn’t distinguish friend from foe and melted what was left of the last marcid. Derg cursed and raised his arm, trying unsuccessfully to block the entire spell with his massive shield.  
 
    The dark energy snaked around the edges and bit into his flesh, causing it to wither and die wherever it touched. The Krek grunted in pain and then rolled to the side to get clear.  
 
    Amenhotep didn’t fare any better. His mummified flesh was even more vulnerable to the dark energy of the enemy attack. Its very nature was antithetical to the holy enchantments that held him together. 
 
    Luckily, Derg had taken the brunt of the attack, so when the beam finally dispersed Amenhotep was still standing, albeit at barely five percent health. 
 
    I went into overdrive, chain-casting Cure Wounds before the enemy could capitalize on their weakened state. Alternating between the mummy and krek, I got both of them back over half before my mana started to wane and I had to chug one of my few remaining mana potions. 
 
    I looked around for Key and found her off to the side downing her own mana potion. Seeing my glance, she gave me a wink and a double thumbs up and then blinked out of existence, teleporting back to her favorite spot up on the tower. 
 
    The Void Shamans reached the gate and stepped over the makeshift barricade, bolts of darkness shooting out of their upraised hands. 
 
    Amenhotep and Derg raised their shields, blocking those aimed their way, but I was a touch too slow. 
 
    Two bolts slammed into my chest and drove me to my knees as their icy darkness knocked the breath out of me. My health bar dropped to less than half and my concentration was broken. 
 
    Derg let out a bloodcurdling howl and charged the closest of the casters, his axe emitting a blood red aura as it crashed into the shaman’s hastily upraised arm. 
 
    The shadowy veins on the creature’s arm flared as the axe cut through the raised limb and into its chest, chopping it almost in half.  
 
    Black tainted blood spurted from the wound, covering the krek’s face. There was a sizzling, popping sound as the dark liquid burned his flesh. He backed away, crying out in agony as he clawed at his face to rid himself of the corrosive blood. 
 
    Amenhotep slammed into the second caster with his shield, disrupting whatever spell it had been casting and driving it back. 
 
    The injured shaman hissed the words of a spell and its wounds started to knit closed. Its mouth split in a toothy grin as it climbed back to his feet and pointed towards the struggling tank. 
 
    An arrow sprouted from the creature’s mouth, transforming its mocking expression into one of panic as it started to choke on its own blood. “Take that,” Vaelwyn said from behind me. 
 
    A second arrow thudded into the creature’s chest, dropping its health back into the red, and a beam of searing light from Key finished it off from above. 
 
    I cleansed the lingering effects of the creature’s blood from Derg and hit him with a Cure Wounds before turning my attention back to where Amenhotep and Kjara were locked in combat with the second shaman. 
 
    I expected the enemy casters to be much less resilient, but the shaman was holding its own. A heavy carapace made out of dark energy protected its body while it used a trident formed out of the same substance to keep them both at bay. 
 
    I cast Cure Wounds on Amenhotep and smiled as the spell crit and burst into a small nova, healing some of Kjara’s wounds as well. 
 
    “These servants of the Devourer have been greatly blessed, Adept.” Amenhotep sent. “His power in this world is growing.” 
 
    Amenhotep blocked a thrust of the shaman’s trident and hooked its tip with his shield, tying it up so Kjara could move in. She attacked with a flurry of blows, her glowing blades shearing off pieces of the arothrok’s black armor and cutting into its flesh.  
 
    Its hit points dropped to sixty percent and it hissed in the moon elf’s direction, yanking its trident back and spinning in a wide circle. 
 
    Kjara leapt backwards but was still caught by the whirling blade. The tines of the weapon ripped a trio of parallel wounds across her side and sent her stumbling to the side. Her health bar dropped to thirty percent. 
 
    She grimaced in pain and struggled to keep her feet as Amenhotep interposed himself between her and the shaman. 
 
    A trio of arrows flashed in from the side and connected with the shaman’s armor, chipping away at the shadowy substance followed by a storm of light shards. Each of the tiny darts crashed into the shadowy armor with extreme prejudice, shattering the dark carapace like it was made of glass. 
 
    Vaelwyn’s next flurry struck flesh, sinking deep into the arothrok’s muscles. Its health dropped to close to thirty percent as it stumbled backwards in pain. 
 
    Its clumsy steps brought it into position for Derg’s return to the fight, his glowing axe connecting at the perfect angle to sever its head. 
 
    The krek belted out a bloody howl, and the head paused mid-flight as the red energy from his axe reached out to envelope it. The shaman’s flesh was instantly dissolved by the magic, leaving a pristine white skull that settled gently into to the aptly named Skulltaker’s outstretched hand. 
 
    *** WAVE TWO – COMPLETE *** 
 
    *** ALL WAVES DEFEATED *** 
 
    *** YOU HAVE SUCCESSFULLY DEFENDED YOUR POSITION! *** 
 
      
 
    “What the-” I said, looking between the headless corpse and spiny skull. 
 
    He grinned, flashing his tusks. “You thought it was just a cool class name?” he asked. “Skulls for the skull throne! Hah!”  
 
    “What?” I said as he walked away. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    A pat against my hip drew my eyes down to where Key was standing, patting me consolingly. “Don’t worry. I’m sure your skull is safe,” she said and flashed me a huge grin before following after the krek. 
 
    “They are all insane,” I muttered as Amenhotep and Kjara joined me near the corpse. 
 
    Kjara laughed. “Like we’re any better?” she said. 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. “You have a point.” 
 
    Vaelwyn plucked his arrows from the corpse and walked away from the gate. “Come on, guys. Battle’s over. Time to head in to finish up.” 
 
    I gestured to the bodies. “What about the loot? And xp?” 
 
    He laughed. “Who brings their loot to war?” he said. “You’re welcome to look. I doubt you’ll find anything, but I’ll warn you since this is your first time here. No one’ll get their rewards ‘til we all get back, and people tend to look poorly on those who make them wait, so chop chop!” 
 
    Kjara jogged off in the direction of the tower. “Xp and Rewards, here I come!” 
 
    I chuckled and followed her, giving one last, sad look back at the un-looted corpses. Several were missing their heads. “Hey, wait a minute… Did Derg take even more skulls? How did I miss that?”  
 
    *** 
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    We caught up with the rest of the group halfway back to the tower and I practiced some healing on the go. 
 
    “Is it always like that?” Kjara asked, glancing between the more experienced players. 
 
    Key and Vaelwyn laughed, but Derg just shook his head. “No. I think some idiot on the other side hit the go button too early. Normally there’s at least two to three times the NPCs in the first wave, and a party of PC’s too.” 
 
    “Six of those shamans?” I said, incredulous. “You gotta be shitting me.” 
 
    Key laughed. “Oh no. Not the leaders, silly. Just lots more skreel and marcids and the like.” 
 
    “And players?”  
 
    Key giggled, “Oh yeah. They’re the worst. Hiding in the back while the NPC’s do the fighting and then WHAM! Kick you right in the teeth while you’re trying to recover.” 
 
    Kjara winced. “Why don’t we have NPCs on our side?” 
 
    Derg snorted. “We’re the defenders in this one. If we were attacking, we’d have whatever NPCs our side was able to wrangle to throw at the fishies.” 
 
    Vaelwyn nodded. “There’s a second side to the battleground where we take the offensive to try and shut down the fishfolk portals, but our side doesn’t try as often as Dark Tide does. Neither side’s been able to win it yet, but that doesn’t stop ‘em from beating their heads against the wall.” 
 
    Key grinned and skipped along. “We don’t waste our guys, even if they are NPCs.” 
 
    “So… the amount of NPC’s is based on some sort of timer then?” I asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” Vaelwyn replied. “There’s a base amount each side gets every six hours or so. I think the game explanation is ‘troops sent from the main city’ or something, but you can do quests and stuff to get more. Rescue missions, doing favors for nobles, whatever. Some earn more troops for the war effort, but the difficulty is based on the number of troops.” 
 
    Key giggled. “I heard there was one where we could get, like, a hundred spearmen or something for the next attack but the last party that tried it ended up wiping to an army of fish guys.” 
 
    “That’s certainly something to look into,” I said as we arrived at the base of the tower. “Definitely need to get those portals closed.” 
 
    Vaelwyn gave me a strange look and shook his head. “Good luck with that. Don’t think the Argent Moon really want-” 
 
    Derg cut him off with a growl and gestured to a glowing circle of runes on the ground. “Just get in the circle so we can get this over with.” 
 
    I looked at the krek and then back and Vaelwyn. “You were saying?” 
 
    He glanced over at the Skulltaker who was still watching closely and shook his head. “Forget it. You’ll find out eventually,” he said with a weak smile before stepping into the runes and disappearing. 
 
    Derg and Key did the same, and with a shared, worried glance, Kjara and I followed. 
 
    There was a flash of light and I was back at the staging area with Kjara. The rest of the party was nowhere in sight. I was expecting Vaelwyn at least since he’d been with us before, but he must have booked it as soon as he got back.  
 
    *** BATTLE COMPLETE. WAITING ON ALL PARTICIPANTS *** 
 
    *** PARTICIPANTS REPORTING IN 39/40 *** 
 
      
 
    I smiled at Kjara. “Whew. We’re not the last ones to check in.” 
 
    She flashed me a smile and leaned into me. “Still cutting it close. What was that all about? Who’s the Argent Moon and why wouldn’t they want to close the portals.” 
 
    A few of the other players glanced her way and then purposefully moved further away, adding even more of a sense of mystery to the whole thing. 
 
    I shrugged. “Looks like that’s not something we should be discussing in the open,” I whispered, and she nodded. 
 
    *** ALL PARTICIPANTS REPORTED IN *** 
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – TIDAL SURGE – BATTLEGROUND – COMPLETE *** 
 
    *** CALCULATING CONTRIBUTIONS AND AWARDS… *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Update: Answer the Call to Arms [1/5] *** 
 
    *** Quest Update: Successfully Defend the Towers against the Invaders [1/5] *** 
 
    *** Event Update: Successfully Defend the Towers [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Your party has received 1000xp! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! Suspicious �� Neutral *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! Suspicious �� Neutral *** 
 
    *** You have been awarded 5 Battleground Medals for your victory! *** 
 
    *** Your monetary reward can be collected at your local barracks. *** 
 
    
*** CONGRATULATIONS! You have received your first Battleground Medals. These medals can be redeemed at the regional quartermaster for specialized goods or services. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Current Battleground Top Performers *** 
 
    *** 1: Silvermoon d’ArgentArgent Moon25 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 2: Toreeb d’Argent Argent Moon20 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 3: Pewpew d’Argent Argent Moon15 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 4: Leilani SteelshadowKnights of the Dawn 10 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 5: Vaath d’ArgentArgent Moon5 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** Your Rank: 34 *** 
 
    
*** Your party has killed 10 Marcid Warriors! Your party gains 2400xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed an Arothrok Captain! Your party gains 323xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 1 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed an Arothrok Chanter! Your party gains 266xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 1 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed 2 Arothrok Void Shamans! Your party gains 1846xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sehkmet’s Cleansing spell! Rank 6 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Kjara has reached level 16! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations you have reached Level 17! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
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    The gathered players dispersed into the woods, chattering about the battle and their performance and making plans for the rest of the evening. 
 
    “Congrats on the level,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “You too,” she said. “One of these days I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself that,” I said and winced as she jabbed me playfully in the side. I laughed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders as we walked away from the muster point and back towards the market, stopping briefly at the barracks to collect our pay for the battleground.  
 
    The older moon elf at the desk handed us each a small purse full of coins and then shooed us off. I got fifteen gold for my efforts and Kjara got twenty, likely due to her higher placement in the ranks. 
 
    “Let’s find someplace to relax. Can’t let those skill points go to waste,” she said, and I looked away, pretending not to hear.  
 
    “Oh, look,” I said, pointing to a nearby tent. “A bowyer. Bet they have some nice upgrades.” 
 
    She reached up and turned my face to look her in the eye. “Nuh, uh,” she said. “You’re not getting away with it that easily. You are going to spend your skill points, right?”  
 
    I sighed. “Fine. I’ll up my combat skills as soon as we find someplace quiet, but I plan to do some magic training at the temple once you log out, so I’m not touching those right now.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and gave me a playful glare. “Good,” she said and kissed me lightly before darting away. 
 
    I reached out to catch her, but she stayed just out of reach. “Where are you going?” I said, laughing as I tried to catch up. 
 
    “The bowyer of course,” she said and jogged ahead. 
 
    “As our foes are no more, I will take my leave,” Amenhotep said.  
 
    I turned to the mummy and nodded. “Of course. Thank you again for your aid.” And with a swirl of sand, he was gone. 
 
    Chuckling under my breath, I followed Kjara into the tent. 
 
    While she examined the wares, I popped open my character sheet and got to spending. 
 
    CHARACTER STATISTICS 
 
    Name:Kheph Sa’tep 
 
    Race:Human, Saa (Awakened) 
 
    Class:Priest of Anpu 
 
    Level:17Awakened Rank: 3 
 
    Experience: 92469/103500 
 
    Hit Points: 823/823 
 
    Mana: 961/961 
 
    Endurance: 640/640 
 
    Divine Favor: 127 
 
    Attributes (Modifier): [Available:1] 
 
    --Strength (+2):15 (+3) 
 
    --Agility (+1):11 (+1) 
 
    --Constitution (+4):17 (+4) 
 
    --Intelligence:12 (+2) 
 
    --Wisdom (+1):14 (+3) 
 
    --Presence (+3):22 (+7) 
 
    --Fortune (+2):14 (+3) 
 
    Racial Skills: 
 
    --Child of the Sun 
 
    --Martial Training 
 
    --Son of the Sun 
 
    --Aspect of War 
 
    --Aspect of Light 
 
    --Aspect of the Falcon 
 
    Class Skills: 
 
    --Blessing of the Gods 
 
    --Divine Blessing 
 
    --Temple Training 
 
    --Child of the Underworld 
 
    Boons and Blessings: 
 
    --Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened) 
 
    Combat Skills: (Available: 3)  
 
    --Spear: 16 [28%] 
 
    --Shield: 12 [72%] 
 
    --Medium Armor: 14 [71%] 
 
    --Endurance: 12 [78%] 
 
    --Precision Strike: 13 [1%] 
 
    --Charioteer: 7 [20%] 
 
    General Skills: (Available: 4) 
 
    --Armorer: 9 [23%] 
 
    --Cooking: 6 [0%] 
 
    --Discerning Eye: 16 [63%] 
 
    --First Aid: 16 [59%] 
 
    --Literacy (Saa):2 [44%] 
 
    --Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [81%] 
 
    --Survival (Desert): 2 [46%] 
 
    --Weaponsmith: 1 [13%] 
 
    --Lore (Necromancy): 3 [15%] 
 
    --Riding: 1 [92%] 
 
    --Teamster: 5 [14%] 
 
    Divine (Available: 3) 
 
      Skills 
 
      --Combat Caster: 16 [60%] 
 
      --Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A] 
 
      --Exorcism: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Spellcrafting: 3 [15%] 
 
      --Aura of the Underworld: 5 [40%] 
 
      --Divine Channel: 3 [N/A] 
 
      Spells 
 
      --Soothing Touch:  8 [30%] 
 
      --Sunstrike:  6 [52%] 
 
      --Jackal’s Tooth:  7 [63%] 
 
      --Beacon of Life:  2 [42%] 
 
      --Purifying Touch: 3 [25%] 
 
      --Flamestrike: 5 [66%] 
 
      --Sever Bonds: 1 [25%] 
 
      --Summon Legionnaire: 2 [12%] 
 
      --Cure Wounds: 16 [62%] 
 
      --Sehkmet's Cleansing: 6 [10%] 
 
      --Purification: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Call the Dead: 1 [66%] 
 
      --Create Food and Water: 2 [25%] 
 
      
 
    True to my word, I spent one skill point to raise Spear to seventeen and two more to bring Precision Strike up to fifteen. It probably would have been better to up my Shield skill and Medium Armor skill instead, but they were more than halfway to the next rank and I really, really hated to waste the progress. Plus, rank fifteen came with an extra boon. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Precision Strike skill to 15! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have reached rank 15 in the Precision Strike Skill. There is now a chance that weak points may become visible without active use of this skill. In addition, successful strikes to identified areas will do bonus damage regardless of critical status. *** 
 
      
 
    There was nothing that I needed to raise in my general list except for First Aid, but again, it was close to ranking up from use which would probably happen in training.  
 
    Once I finished training I’d revisit my divine skill list and see where those points would be best spent. Judging by the enemy’s preference for attacks using darkness and cold, my light and fire-based ass really needed some sort of protective buff. 
 
    Kjara came back with a new longbow crafted from a beautiful dark mahogany and a gigantic grin plastered across her face. 
 
    “New toy?” I asked. 
 
    She looked down at her new bow and squealed in excitement. “Oh, it’s a million times better than my old bow. I should have known player crafted stuff would blow the NPC vendor stuff out of the water.” 
 
    I looked over at the shop owner and raised an eyebrow. He was dressed pretty much the way I’d expect an NPC bowyer to look, with none of the mismatched gear and armor I’d expect to see on a player. “He’s a player?” I said, activating Analyze. 
 
    *** [Yong-ui Baeghwajeom] Gungsuui Kkum, Moon Elf Wizard [Woodsinger], Level 21 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Steady Hands, Crafter’s Touch, ???, ???  *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Intelligence, Presence *** 
 
      
 
    The Woodsinger glanced up as my ability washed over him and gave me a curious glance which transitioned effortlessly into a salesman’s smile. 
 
    I gestured to the bow in Kjara’s hands and gave him a thumbs up, earning a slight bow before he headed over to speak with another customer who’d just entered the tent. 
 
    “So, what’s it do?” I said as we left the tent. 
 
    “What doesn’t it do?” she replied with a laugh. “To start it’s got a longer range and a stronger draw then my old bow. Then we get to the magicy bits: bonus to the Longbow skill, crit chance, and Agility.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with a smile. “That’s quite a package. Hope it didn’t cost you too much.” 
 
    “Well…” she said with a wince. “I might need you to cover a meal or two for a bit.” 
 
     “That expensive, eh?” I said with a whistle. “Well, I can create food and water so we’re covered, and if we get bored of that I’ve still got a nice pile of gold… although I should probably work on replacing some of my older gear.” 
 
    Her smile got even bigger as she looked me in the eyes. “So… what you’re saying is we need to go shopping?” 
 
    “Uhm,” I said after a second of panic. “Maybe later. I’d really like to get to the temple and hit up the dungeon as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Aww,” she said with a pout. “Fine. Let’s go find the temple.” 
 
    We headed away from the barracks towards the quest marker for the temple. Distance-wise it wasn’t that far, but there was no such thing as a straight-line path in the encampment. The roadways wound through the thick foliage like a drunken snake. 
 
    We passed out of the marketplace and crossed the main roadway, entering an area that was much more organized and military flavored than the rest of the camp. A quick glance at my map showed we were just east of the barracks where we were bound, but there was no direct pathway between the two. 
 
    As we approached the trail leading towards the temple, a pair of soldiers stepped out of the trees and blocked the path, spears crossed to bar our way. 
 
    “Not this again,” I said with a sigh, halting before the guards. 
 
    “State your business.” His voice was little more than a harsh croak, probably due to the massive scar stretched across his throat. 
 
    “We need to speak with-” I said but the other guard cut me off. 
 
    “Not you, Saa,” he said with a look of contempt. “Be thankful you are even allowed to set foot within our lands.” 
 
    Kjara gave me a sympathetic look as I sighed and gestured for her to take the lead. 
 
    She nodded. “As my companion was saying, we need to go to the Temple of the Valerian and speak with the High Priest.” 
 
    The scarred guard nodded and gestured to us in turn. “You lady, may enter, but your companion may not.” 
 
    *** Reputation insufficient to gain access to the Temple district. *** 
 
      
 
    He glared at me. “We’re going to need more proof that you are a friend of the Vale before you’ll be allowed near our holy sites.” 
 
    *** Access to the Temple District requires a reputation status of at least Friendly with one or more elven factions. *** 
 
      
 
    I growled and walked away before I could do anything stupid, cursing the devs under my breath and railing once again against my racial detriments. 
 
    “How do I even tell what my reputation status is?” I yelled, and true to form the system decided the question itself was sufficient to bring up the previously unknown to me reputations screen. 
 
      
 
    Saa Empire:  
 
    the Imperial Ministry of Finance: Friendly [40%] 
 
      
 
    Tael'va:  
 
    the Free People of Tael’va: Friendly [65%] 
 
    the Tael’va Caravansary: Neutral [75%] 
 
    the Mercenaries Guild of Tael’va: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Stone Serpent Djinden: Friendly [95%] 
 
      
 
    Sehkem:  
 
    the Free People of Sehkem: Friendly [85%] 
 
    the Merchants of Sehkem: Friendly [50%] 
 
    the Temple of Heru-et: Friendly [65%] 
 
    the Ladies of the Plucky Goose: Friendly [95%] 
 
      
 
    Camp Anu'vek:  
 
    the Refugees of Camp Anu'vek: Neutral [55%] 
 
    the Elite of Camp Anu'vek: Friendly [15%] 
 
      
 
    Va'pu Outpost:  
 
    the Garrison of Va'pu Outpost: Friendly [55%] 
 
      
 
    Free Cities of the Northern Coast:  
 
      
 
    Arven's Folly:  
 
    the Free People of Arven's Folly: Suspicious [90%] 
 
    the Merchants of Arven's Folly: Suspicious [90%] 
 
    the Nobles of Arven's Folly: Suspicious [90%] 
 
      
 
    Vale of Dreams:  
 
    the Elves of the Vale: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Rangers of the Vale: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Moonguard: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Noble Council of the Vale: Suspicious [90%] 
 
    the Temple of the Valerian: Suspicious [90%] 
 
      
 
    Individuals:  
 
    Fragi Hottenson: Neutral [35%] 
 
    Kaluitep: Trusted [55%] 
 
    Lord Bakuit of Sehkem: Unfriendly [75%] 
 
      
 
    Faith:  
 
    the Temple of the Restless Dead: Honored [45%] 
 
    the Saa Pantheon: Honored [45%] 
 
    the Valerian Court: Neutral [0%] 
 
      
 
    Other: 
 
    the Stormbreak Tribe of the Bedjvain: Neutral [5%] 
 
    the Ouroboros Tribe of the Bedjvain: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Farahdi Djinden: Neutral [55%] 
 
    the Val’deen Dwarves: Suspicious [80%] 
 
    the Tel’vaar Dwarves: Trusted [35%] 
 
      
 
    “You’d think that would have been something to include in the tutorial,” I muttered as I filled out another bug report. “Sure, base lots of things on reputation and then never tell us how to look at it...” 
 
    Kjara came over and rested a hand on my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. “Guess we’ll have to go grind some rep before we can get in.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah. This is too important,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the temple. “You go find the High Priest and find out what we need to do to get into the dungeon and I’ll go find the quest board or whatever they have here and grab something with rep rewards.” 
 
    She looked uncertain. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I shrugged and took a calming breath. “Yeah. It’ll be fine. Maybe whatever quest the High Priest sends us on will take care of the rep anyway.” 
 
    “You think he’ll give us a quest?” she said. 
 
    “Have you ever played a game where the NPC you’re sent to talk to in a new zone doesn’t send you on some sort of quest to prove yourself or something before getting to the real mission?” 
 
    She pursed her lips thoughtfully and then gestured towards me with her pointer finger. “Good point,” she said. “I’ll go see what he’s got for us.” 
 
    We shared a quick kiss before she headed on her way, deeper into the rep limited area. 
 
    As she passed between the guards I called out, “If he says ‘Pray return to the Waking Sands’, I swear I’m going to log out of this game and spend however long I have left in the medical pod playing Candy Crush in the VR lobby.” 
 
    She glanced backwards, her answering laughter fading as she turned a corner and disappeared from view. 
 
    ***
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    Still a bit sore about being denied access to the rest of the zone, I headed back to the marketplace and after a terse conversation with another elven guard was able to locate the jobs board. 
 
    I scanned through the listings, searching for quests that would help ingratiate me with the elven factions. Like the board in Sehkem, the quests were broken down into three categories.  
 
    The first had your standard hunter-killer type quests. There were bounty type quests to kill skreel, marcids, and the other varieties of the Kchil as well as your standard, run-of-the-mill quests to take out spider lairs and rid the woods of poachers. 
 
    The second category was grunt work. Delivery quests, collection quests, and even a few to help out in building fortifications on the front were all represented. 
 
    The last category was for crafters. With a war going on there were a ton of commissions being offered for replacement armor, weapons, and pretty much anything you could make with the crafts offered in the game. 
 
    Almost everything offered had reputation rewards for the Vale, so it came down to a question of the most bang for my buck, time-wise, and as much as I wanted to take a nice stroll into a den of spiders and introduce them to the concept of burnination, the non-combat quests were my best chance to grind the rep I needed. 
 
    Some of the quests were repeatable and everyone could do them. Some had a limited number of spots and had little tabs you could rip off if you wanted to give it a go. Some were unique; special commissions or tasks that could only be completed once. 
 
    Almost all of the remaining quests were the repeatable type, most of the others having been scooped up by someone else. As I watched one of the little tabs on one of the limited quests materialized. Someone must have abandoned it or failed, or maybe there was a timer. 
 
    As I focused my attention on the most promising of the remaining quests, a voice called out from nearby, “Make way!” 
 
    The other players all stepped back from the board and I followed suit, clearing a path for an elven soldier dressed in battle-worn leathers. A pair of younger soldiers escorted him forward and then took up position at either end of the board as he proceeded to tack up at least twenty or thirty new quests. 
 
    After he completed his work and backed away, I rushed over to the board and started reading through the new quests, grinning at the opportunities. 
 
    The elf had added a bunch of sweet quests and I was a little surprised that none of the other players were going for them, especially when I spotted a bunch of the unique variety that were bound to have better rewards. The other players were just standing there waiting. 
 
    More for me, I thought and reached out to take a quest to craft a handful of leather helms. 
 
    Before I could grab the paper someone shoved me rudely to the side. “Piss off and wait your turn,” they growled in a deep, gravelly voice. 
 
    “Asshole,” I spat as I caught my balance and turned around to face whoever had shoved me. I looked up to meet their contemptuous gaze. 
 
    My assailant was probably the ugliest character I’d encountered so far in the game. Imagine what you would get if you took a pug, removed anything remotely cute about their scrunchy little mugs and then replaced its fur with psoriasis… that was this guy. 
 
    His beady black eyes stared down at me out of his bright red, craggily, wrinkly face as he tapped his mace against a tower shield emblazoned with a silver crescent moon.  
 
    Behind him, a pair of sun elves dressed in matching robes embroidered with the same silver moon motif were pulling down most of the newly added quests, barely even reading them. 
 
    “Hey! What the hell?” I said, moving back towards the board. One of the elves looked over at me and snickered before going back to their business. 
 
    The ugly bastard stepped between me and the board and grunted. “You must be new, plebe. Keep yer ass right where it is ‘til we’re done and there won’t be any trouble.” 
 
    I started to step forward again but a hand on my shoulder stopped me and a voice whispered into my ear. “Believe me, it’s not worth it. There’ll be some left once they’re done.” 
 
    I triggered Analyze on the trio, adding their names on the asshole list for later reference. 
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Cruud d’Argent, Zoujin Warrior [Guardian], Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Alistair d’Argent, Sun Elf Priest [Sol], Level 16 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ???, ???  *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Elloise d’Argent, Sun Elf Wizard [Enchanter], Level 13 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ???, ???, ???, ???, ???  *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Intelligence, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    Alistair grabbed one last sheet from the board. “All done. Let’s go,” he said and moved away from the board with Elloise at his side. “Let the plebes have their scraps.” 
 
    The Zoujin snorted and moved out of my way. “Remember your place next time,” he said and spat at my feet before joining his guildmates as they left the area. 
 
    My hand slid down to tug my weapon free from my belt, but halted when the voice behind me hissed. “Are you crazy? You want to get kicked out of the Vale?” 
 
    As soon as the trio was gone, the crowd rushed the board and started picking over the quests left behind, and I sighed as more and more quests disappeared. 
 
    I looked back at the man whose hand was still resting on my shoulder and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He grinned and removed it, shrugging in silent apology. 
 
    “What’s the deal with those guys?” I asked. “They just waltz in and take whatever they want?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Pretty much. Anyone who crosses them tends to get run out of the Vale. Hard to function in a zone where the biggest guild around is out to make your life miserable.” 
 
    “But that’s bullshit,” I said, earning a wry smile. 
 
    “It is what it is. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to grab some quests before they’re all gone,” he said and moved around me to scan the board. “Good luck.” 
 
    Muttering to myself, I typed up a quick bug report about the current vulnerability of the quest board systems to abusive players and submitted it. Some competition for the good stuff was one thing, but an all-out gatekeeping racket was another. 
 
    I made my way back to the board, hoping there’d be something worthwhile left. The Argent Asses and rush of other players had taken every single one of the newly added unique quests. Even those with multiple instances were gone. The only things left that suited my needs looked like… well… work. 
 
    I sighed and pulled the quests from the board.  
 
    *** Quest Received: Someone’s Gotta Do It *** 
 
    *** Requirements: Armorer Rank 5 *** 
 
    *** In times of peace, the soldiers of the Moonguard are responsible for the maintenance of their own equipment, but in times of war, assistance is needed to ensure the troops are well rested as well as well equipped. Report to the Leatherworker’s Cabal in the south of the Vale and assist with the maintenance of the Moonguard’s gear. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Helms [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Cuirass [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Leggings [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Gauntlets [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Boots [0/X] *** 
 
    *** NOTE: This quest can be ended at any time. Rewards are commensurate with your contribution. *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, currency, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
      
 
    A new location appeared on my map off to the southeast, in a series of clearings connected by a well-worn path to the marketplace. 
 
    I scanned the board one last time, grabbing a weaponsmith’s version of the same quest in case the monotony of fixing armor got to be too much and then headed towards the crafters area. 
 
    *** Quest Received: Sharp Enough to Shave *** 
 
    *** Requirements: Weaponsmith Rank 1 *** 
 
    *** In times of peace, the soldiers of the Moonguard are responsible for the maintenance of their own equipment, but in times of war, assistance is needed to ensure the troops are well rested as well as well equipped. Report to the Bladesmith’s Cabal in the south of the Vale and assist with the maintenance of the Moonguard’s gear. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Daggers [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Swords [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Axes [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Spears [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Arrowheads [0/X] *** 
 
    *** NOTE: This quest can be ended at any time. Rewards are commensurate with your contribution. *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, currency, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
      
 
    On the way I sent a personal message to Kjara to check in on her progress. 
 
    >>>Me: How’s it going in the VIP zone?  
 
    >>>Kjara: Oh, just peachy. You know what they have here that I didn’t expect? 
 
    >>>Me: No… what? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Lines. There are lines. It’s the goddamned elven DMV. Now serving number fifteen! 
 
    >>>Me: Oof. What’s your number? 
 
    >>>Kjara: twenty-seven >:( 
 
      
 
    I chuckled under my breath as I passed through the market, making note of a small tent with some nice-looking armor displayed in the front for later. 
 
    >>>Me: I’d trade places with you if I could. I’m on my way to the crafting area to do some manual labor. 
 
    >>>Kjara: I think I’ll pass. That’s all they had? 
 
      
 
    I frowned at the memory of the damned Argent Dickbags and their quest hogging and hoped the devs would get that fixed in the next update. 
 
    >>>Me: The Argent Moon fucks bogarted all the quests. As soon as the eleven NPC posted the latest batch, they moved in like the damn mob and snatched up all the choice stuff. The only thing left was junk. 
 
    >>>Kjara: What a dick mood. No one did anything? 
 
    >>>Me: Some dude told me that folks who piss them off don’t last long in the area. Their guild’s got some serious muscle here. Their thug at the jobs board was a big ugly motherfucker. A level eighteen guardian. Dude was bigger than Amenhotep… and uglier. 
 
    >>>Kjara: *snort*  
 
    >>>Me: I reported it, so maybe the devs will do something if it's not something to even the playing field. 
 
      
 
    The pathway opened up into a clearing full of all types of crafting stations, most of them occupied by a moon elf or two. I spotted the sign for the Leatherworker’s Cabal off to the right and headed that way. 
 
    >>>Me: Well, I’ve arrived at the leatherworker’s sweat shop, so time for me to get to work. Good luck with the lines! 
 
    >>>Kjara: Good luck to you too! I’ll let you know as soon as I talk to the guy.  
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Situated on the outskirts of the clearing, the Leatherworkers’ Cabal was pretty much as I expected. There were several long tables filled with the tools of the trade. Leather needles, awls, punches, and shears of various types.  
 
    Sitting behind the main table was an older moon elf, wearing an official looking sash with the same crest as the guild sign hanging over the area.  
 
    “Greetings, Adventurer,” he said in a strained tone. “Are you here to assist in the war efforts, or to distract us from our vital task like the rest of your kind?” 
 
    “Uhm,” I said, a little taken aback. “I’m here to help with the repairs?” 
 
    The bearded face of a dwarf popped up on the other side of the table. “Don’t mind Gil here,” he said, gesturing towards the older elf with a thumb. “Players were bugging him to train ‘em and teach them new recipes pretty much non-stop ‘til word got round that they’d have to work for ‘em.” 
 
    The moon elf glared at the dwarf who stood there stroking his long, black beard with an amused expression on his face. “Don’t think just because you have proven useful, friend Dvellin, that I’ll suffer your glibness.”  
 
    He turned to me and looked me over. “I assume you are trained as an Armorer at least?” 
 
    I nodded. “I can work anything up to hard leather, but haven’t gone much beyond that.” 
 
    The dwarf chuckled while the moon elf sighed and shook his head. “Still a novice, but not a complete waste of my time,” he said and then pointed to a stretch of empty table next to Dvellin. “You can work with the dwarf here, since he seems to want to be involved in my business. Were you taught how to salvage?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s one of the first things they taught me,” I replied. 
 
    “Good,” he said and gestured to a moon elven boy standing nearby who scampered off. “Salvage what cannot be fixed, repair what can be, and for the love of all the gods, let me work in peace.” 
 
    Dvellin snorted and leaned over to whisper to me, intentionally loud enough for the elf to hear. “By work he means drinking.” 
 
    I laughed as Gil stormed away and then offered Dvellin my hand. “Kheph Sa’tep.” 
 
    He took my hand in an iron grip and nodded. “Good to meet you. I’m Dvellin Ironsides,” he said with a grin. “You’re far from home, unless someone screwed up the starting locations.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Nah. I started in the east at a camp outside of Tael’va,” I said and looked him over. I could tell right away that Dvellin wasn’t from the eastern clans. His beard was loose, without the telltale braids and baubles that they used to mark their rank and clan, and his armor was an interesting blend of medieval European and Tolkienesque styles as opposed to their more Byzantine flavor. 
 
    “How did you end up here?” I asked. “Must have been quite a hassle finding a way across the ocean from Kor.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes and flashed me a smile. “Let’s just say I have my ways and leave it at that.” 
 
    Any further conversation was cut off when a trio of elven youth arrived and dumped piles of torn and bloody armor onto the table before us. 
 
    “Time to get to work,” the dwarf said with a wink and started sorting the pile. “Soon enough old Gil’ll be teaching you whatever you want.” 
 
    I followed the dwarf’s lead, sorting the piles as I answered, “Don’t really care about training. I just need to get my rep with the Vale up.” 
 
    He snorted. “Doing the ‘Someone’s Gotta Do It’ quest?” he asked, and when I nodded he went on, “Then I’ll leave you the bigger pieces. Those’ll get you better rewards.” 
 
    “Better rep?”  
 
    “When I first got here, I could barely walk through the market without some elf guard pulling me aside for questioning. Luckily, I managed to snag a custom commission quest before some fugly bastard came along and pushed everyone away, and that got me off the naughty list, but since then this has been the best source of rep other than the battlegrounds.” 
 
    “Yeah, I signed up for those, but figured I’d do something in between. What do you think of the whole setup?”  
 
    He shook his head. “I may look like a meat shield, but I specialized in crafting so my overall experiences in the battlegrounds are pretty crap.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Yeah I can see where that would be pretty brutal. So… processing the big pieces is better rep?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he replied, pulling a ragged cuirass from the pile. “When I first started this quest, I thought quantity over quality and did all the helms, gauntlets, and boots. I churned through ‘em, but when Gil came ‘round to collect the goods, I got quite the talking to… and a crappy reward.” 
 
    “Oof,” I said. “That must have sucked.” 
 
    He shrugged and continued stripping down the piece in front of him. “Turns out more guards tend to survive if their body armor is intact. Focus on the body armor, leggings, and then the rest if you have time. Do that and you should be able to earn a friendly grin soon enough.” 
 
    “Thanks man,” I said and got to work, focusing on the task at hand. I followed the in-game guides to cut stitches and disassemble the pieces of armor that weren’t completely shot. Once that was done, I pulled a bunch of scraps from my bag to supplement the salvaged mats and got to work on repairs. 
 
    I lost myself in the process, zoning out as I worked on replacing damaged leather panels, broken buckles, and straps, one after the other. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Finally! 
 
      
 
    The message snapped me out of my daze, causing my knife to slip and completely ruin the piece I was working on. Luckily it was only a pair of gauntlets and not a bigger piece.  
 
    I set it down and focused on responding. 
 
    >>>Me: What’s up? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Just got into the temple and I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want first? 
 
    >>>Me: Uhm… good. 
 
    >>>Kjara: I spoke with the High Priest and he did receive the message from his god to help us. 
 
    >>>Me: Awesome. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Bad news - he says he can’t yet. 
 
      
 
    I scowled, earning a curious look from Gil as he passed by. I forced a smile and continued. 
 
    >>>Me: WTF? Why not? 
 
    >>>Kjara: That’s the bad news. Let me share the quest. 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Received: The Key to Success *** 
 
    *** The High Priest has acknowledged his intention to provide aid but does not feel that you are ready for the challenges ahead. Prove your strength and convince the High Priest that you can complete the task and he will fulfill his promise. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Achieve Level 18 [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Close the Kchil Portals in the Moonwell [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Earn Trusted reputation with at least one Vale of Dreams faction [0/1] *** 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I said and put my head down on the table. 
 
    “You okay?” Dvellin asked.  
 
    I sighed and mumbled into the table, “Just found out I’ve got a lot more work to do than I thought… and some leveling too.” 
 
    He chuckled and turned back to his work. 
 
    >>>Me: Guess we’ve got some work to do. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Tomorrow. Bright and early. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the clock and sighed. A lot more time had passed than I expected. 
 
    >>>Me: You going to log out now? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Yeah. I’m going to go and do some research on these Argent Moon people and see if anyone’s posted some tips that’ll help us maximize rep gains. 
 
    >>>Me: Good luck! I’ll finish up here and see how much closer to getting into the temple district I am after a night’s worth of grunt work. Maybe they’ll have quests we can get at the temple without having to deal with the Argent Dicks. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Good night, dear. XOXO! 
 
      
 
    *** Your friend Kjara has left the game! ***  
 
    *** Your party has been disbanded. *** 
 
      
 
    I sighed and turned back to Dvellin. “What do I do to turn in the quest?” 
 
    “Eh? One second,” he said and finished up his current project, adding another set of boots to his growing pile of repaired items. 
 
    I glanced down at my own, much smaller pile as he spoke, “Just wave Gil over and show him what you’ve fixed, and it’ll close out. If you wanna do it again, you’ll have to head back to the board though.” 
 
    “Easy enough,” I replied and waved down Gil. 
 
    He walked over and waved at me impatiently. “What?” 
 
    I piled the repaired armor in front of him. “Here’s what I was able to fix tonight, but I have to go now.” 
 
    He glanced down at the pile, his gaze softening slightly as he counted the various bits and pieces that I’d managed to repair and then nodded. “Good work,” he said, taking out a handful of gold and sliding it across the table to me. 
 
    *** Quest Complete: Someone’s gotta do it *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Helms [4/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Cuirass [12/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Leggings [8/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Gauntlets [3/X] *** 
 
    *** Repair Moonguard Leather Boots [2/X] *** 
 
    *** You have gained 245xp! *** 
 
    *** You have been awarded 29 gold pieces and 10 silver pieces. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Armorer! Rank 10 Achieved! You have learned enough about your craft to innovate, allowing you to utilize uncommon materials in your recipes and develop your own specialized patterns. *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Armorer! Rank 11 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    I smiled and pulled up my reputations screen, concentrating on limiting it to the factions of the Vale. 
 
    Vale of Dreams: 
 
    the Elves of the Vale: Neutral [38%] 
 
    the Rangers of the Vale: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Moonguard: Neutral [38%] 
 
    the Noble Council of the Vale: Suspicious [90%] 
 
    the Temple of the Valerian: Suspicious [90%] 
 
      
 
    Twenty-three percent. I’d gained a whopping twenty-three percent towards my goal for my night of work. 
 
    Dvellin was watching my expression with an amused expression on his face. “Not what you expected from all that work, right?” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “Figured I’d at least get halfway to Friendly, but instead... it’s going to be a long grind.” 
 
    He chuckled. “They’re a bit stingy with the rep rewards for these quests. Guess the devs thought the skill gains, xp, and coin were the main draw, but as you can see,” he said and gestured to the rows of empty tables, “folks ain’t interested.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Yeah… at this rate it’s just not worth the time, really. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be able to snag something better,” I said and sighed as I turned away. 
 
    He snorted and laughed. “Good luck with that!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    The market was divided into two sections. NPC booths and temporary shops filled the eastern half of the large clearing with basic goods laid out for anyone to see while the western half of the clearing was occupied by players hawking their goods. A few, like the bowyer we’d visited earlier were set up in large tents filled with all sorts of finished goods, but most were set up like an old school flea market with their goods laid out on blankets or picnic tables. 
 
    The place was packed with PCs and NPCs alike meandering through the shops and handling their business. It reminded me of the one time I’d made the trip across the river to New York Comic Con and learned first-hand what it felt like to be a sardine.  
 
    I really wanted to restock my cooking mats and potions, but if it meant getting squashed into a river of people then I could wait. I moved with the flow, scanning the booths as I pressed my way through towards the armor shop I’d spotted earlier. 
 
    A pair of human guards decked out in fancy looking brigandine stood to either side of the tent’s entrance, keeping people from randomly wandering into the shop. The one on the left held a halberd at the ready and the one on the right had a greatsword strapped to his back. Their expressions said quite plainly that they’d welcome an opportunity to throw down. 
 
    I extricated myself from the flow and stepped towards the guards, flashing them my most cordial smile. I certainly didn’t want to be on the receiving end of their fun. 
 
    The one on the right narrowed his eyes, and I felt a tingle pass over my flesh. 
 
    *** Unknown Karillian Warrior has used Analyze on you. *** 
 
      
 
    So that’s what it feels like, I thought and returned the favor, Analyzing them both. 
 
    *** [Steelheads] Nicolas Verendrye, Karillian Warrior [Battlefield Medic], Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Watchful Eye, Brothers’ Keeper *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    *** [Steelheads] Stannis Broker, Karillian Warrior [Champion], Level 17 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Watchful Eye, ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    With a curt nod, Nicolas gestured towards the door and then turned his gaze back to the crowd. I moved into the tent and looked around, a giant smile growing on my face as I took in the variety of armor pieces available for sale. 
 
    *** Attention! You have entered a player owned shop. All item details will be provided courtesy of the shop functionality. Removing an item from the boundaries of the shop without payment will be flagged as theft and treated accordingly. Enjoy! *** 
 
    The armor was divided up by type and then by piece, spread out on a giant “U” shaped table that filled the majority of the tent. Armor stands showing examples of the different sets stood behind each section, sandwiched between the table and the tent walls. 
 
    At the back of the tent was a beast of a man hunched over a small anvil, knocking a dent out of an iron breastplate. 
 
    I moved along the tables, taking it all in. I bypassed the light armor and moved straight to the heavier hardened leather and ringmail options sat on display.  
 
    “Welcome to the Ferðalangar Forge,” the man said. “Feel free to examine to your heart’s content, but if you equip it, you’re buying it. Damn devs decided to work shops like a damned car dealership and if you put it on it gets flagged as used and loses a good chunk of value.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I said, picking up a set of ringmail gauntlets and reading through the description. 
 
    *** Iron Ringmail Gauntlets (Medium Armor) *** 
 
    *** Constructed of hardened leather reinforced with iron rings, this armor offers good protection versus slashing and bludgeoning weapons. *** 
 
    *** [Crafted by Sven Hjoldrson] *** 
 
    *** Price: Negotiable ***  
 
      
 
    I moved over to the next section and picked up a set of scale gauntlets. 
 
    *** Iron Scale Gauntlets (Heavy Armor) *** 
 
    *** Constructed from hundreds of iron scales mounted onto a chain base, this heavy armor offers a high level of protection against slashing, piercing, and bludgeoning damage. *** 
 
    *** [Crafted by Sven Hjoldrson] *** 
 
    *** Price: Negotiable ***  
 
      
 
    “Damn,” I said. “Guess ringmail’s the best I’m going to get unless I want to start training in heavy armor.” 
 
    “What’s that?” the man said from across the room, turning towards me as he tucked away the finished piece of armor he’d been working on. 
 
    His info popped into my view without conscious effort on my part. 
 
    *** <Shop Owner> [Ferðalangar] Sven Hjoldrson, Njord Warrior [Thane], Level 16 *** 
 
      
 
    I looked over and held up the scale gauntlet. “Thought scale was medium armor but apparently not,” I said with a shrug and returned the gauntlet to the table. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Ring’s the best medium armor I can make right now. The stuff on the table’s iron, but I’ve got some bronze stuff in the back I could pull out if you need something cheaper.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Do you have any enchanted stuff?” I asked hopefully, looking around the room for anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “Not yet. But hopefully soon. Just need to find a trainer to show me the ropes. The elves don’t seem too keen to share, but then again they are at war so I can’t be too mad.” 
 
    “True,” I said with a smile and gestured at the table holding the ringmail pieces. “So, the prices say negotiable. I’m in need of some new gauntlets, vambraces, and greaves, and I think the iron ringmail is just what I need… so what’s it going to cost me?” 
 
    Sven was an apt negotiator, and had I paid his asking price he’d have emptied my purse. Luckily his curiosity and desire to experiment with new materials worked in my favor and he accepted my offer to trade the armor I wanted for the Dire Scarab Wing Plates I’d been lugging around with me, my old armor, and fifty gold. 
 
    As we finalized the transaction, I had a revelation. I had no idea if I was getting ripped off or if I was getting a good deal. I had no baseline cost to compare it against. I’d gone straight from my starter gear to items I’d either gotten from quest rewards or crafted myself. The only things I’d actually purchased for myself since I started were potions, cooking items, and a spear which also involved some barter. 
 
    I need to do some homework, I thought as I left the shop. But first, training. 
 
    *** 
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    I left the market behind and found a secluded nook away from prying eyes. Once I was sure no one was watching me, I used my Dust to Dust skill, reducing my body to a small pile of sand and sending my soul to the afterlife. 
 
    My spirit reformed on the crimson dunes in the Land of the Dead and I turned my eyes upon the gorgeous starlit night sky, marveling again at the beautiful view. Sure, most people only got to see it when they died, but it was a hell of a consolation prize. The art team had done an amazing job.  
 
    I took in a deep breath and gazed off into the distance where the portal back to the land of the living was barely visible, wincing in sympathy at the parade of weary souls marching towards it along the long respawn timer road.  
 
    Luckily, as a priest of the god of death, I had an express pass. I activated my Child of the Underworld ability and disappeared in a vortex of crimson sand, teleporting to my destination: the Temple of the Restless Dead. 
 
    Half buried under a massive dune, the temple had obviously seen better days. The stonework around the entrance was cracked and worn, but each time I returned it seemed to recover some of its past splendor as I (and I had to assume others by this point) did our best to serve the tenets of the god of death, Anpu.  
 
    I stepped inside the temple and made my way through the main hall and down into the training area. I made a bee-line for the section dedicated to spellcasting and took a deep breath. 
 
    The air was full of the heavy scent of aged vellum and parchment, which was quite appropriate considering the gigantic shelf stuffed full of old books and scrolls. Seated nearby at her customary desk was the mummified magus in charge of training, doing her best to remain unnoticed behind a large stack of books. 
 
    When I approached, she looked up at me and I swore I detected a hint of annoyance before she nodded in greeting. “Adept,” she said and examined me with her faintly glowing eyes. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “I’d like to train my spellcasting abilities.” 
 
    She rolled up the parchment she was studying and stood, brushing the dust off of her embroidered black robes before moving out from behind the desk.  
 
    “Would you like to train your existing abilities or learn something new?” she asked in a very professional tone. 
 
    I thought for a few seconds. I wanted both, but if every Kchil caster was going to be flinging around void magic I really needed some way to shield myself from their effects.  
 
    Decision made, I answered, “I need something to protect me from the Kchil’s dark magic. A shield spell… or something like that.” 
 
    The magus tapped her bandage-covered mouth with a bony finger. “A protection against the void… Yes… I think I might have something for you,” she said and walked to a nearby scroll case.  
 
    After a minute or so, she pulled out a small scroll bound with a white ribbon. “This scroll contains the spell-forms for Aset’s Mantle, an enchantment that can be cast upon yourself or your allies,” she said, gesturing for me to follow as she headed away from the shelves and towards a small alcove with a circle of intricate spell glyphs engraved into the floor.  
 
    She gestured towards the circle. “What does that do?” I asked as my eyes were drawn to the runes. My Spellcrafting skill kicked in, kicking my brain into overdrive as it tried to decipher the complex patterns. The symbols started to blur and shift before my eyes and the world started to spin. 
 
    A solid smack to the back of my head jolted me out of my daze. “Ow!” I said as I rubbed the back of my head and turned towards the magus. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Your mind is incapable of grasping the intricate magics that went into crafting that circle,” she replied in a tight voice. “Attempting to do so is likely to damage your mind.” 
 
    I shook my head. Something was off. Every time I encountered a new spell-form it was like I had zero impulse control. “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t know why that keeps happening.” 
 
    She nodded and gestured again for me to step inside. “The circle will protect the temple from any… mistakes you may make when learning or experimenting with new spells.” 
 
    I’d already experienced the nasty side effects of screwing around with the casting system. Multiple times in fact. What I didn’t realize is there could be an external effect. 
 
    Seeing the expression on my face the magus nodded. “Oh yes. The more complex the spell, the more potential for a catastrophic reaction should you fumble the casting,” she said, and handed me the scroll. 
 
    With a sigh, I stepped into the circle, feeling a tingle pass over me as I crossed the threshold. I unrolled the scroll and smiled as the sigils on the page rearranged themselves into something I could understand. 
 
    *** Lore (Saa Religion) check successful. *** 
 
    *** Literacy (Saa) check successful. *** 
 
    *** Spellcrafting check successful. *** 
 
      
 
    My eyes sped through the information on the scroll, the multiple components of the spell adding themselves to my memory. I recognized the glyphs for Holy and Fire from the spells I already knew, as were most of the smaller connection symbols linking things together, but at the heart of the construct was a brand new glyph, and it was the cornerstone of the entire spell. 
 
    “Good,” the magus said. “I can see in your eyes that you have unraveled the scroll’s secrets. Are you ready to attempt to give them form?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “I think so. Most of the spell makes sense, but I don’t know this glyph,” I said, turning the scroll towards the magus and indicating the unknown symbol. 
 
    The bandages above the magus’s eye twitched as if she was raising an eyebrow long gone. “Isn’t it obvious adept? That is the glyph of protection. Now, let us begin.” 
 
    She spent the next hour showing me the ins and outs of the spell, starting with the protection glyph and building from there.  
 
    I made the mistake once of trying to skip ahead and form entire sections of the spell-form simultaneously like I did for my normal spells and ended up with a splitting headache when the spell shattered half-formed. 
 
    After that I followed their instructions to a T, and after numerous attempts I was finally able to create the full spell.  
 
    Upon completion, the symbols blurred and formed into a sheet of golden energy that settled over my skin, filling me with a sense of warmth. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have learned a new spell: Aset’s Mantle (Rank 1)! ***  
 
    *** Aset’s Mantle *** 
 
    *** Create a shield of woven light and fire to defend yourself and your allies against enemy attacks. This spell is particularly effective against cold and darkness-based attacks. ***  
 
    *** You have gained 100xp! *** 
 
      
 
    “Finally,” I said with a sigh and sank to my knees, sweat dripping down my back… which was weird considering I was technically a spirit. 
 
    “That took longer than expected,” the magus said and gestured for me to leave the circle. “Now, if there is nothing else I can help you with?” 
 
    “You could always train me in my other skills,” I said, half-joking since I’d be locked out of training other stuff for the next twenty-four hours. 
 
    Much to my surprise, she turned back, looked me over, and nodded. “What abilities would you like to train?” 
 
    I opened my character sheet and focused on my spells and divine skills. 
 
    Divine (Available: 3) 
 
      Skills 
 
      --Combat Caster: 16 [60%] 
 
      --Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A] 
 
      --Exorcism: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Spellcrafting: 3 [68%] 
 
      --Aura of the Underworld: 5 [40%] 
 
      --Divine Channel: 3 [N/A] 
 
      Spells 
 
      --Soothing Touch:  8 [30%] 
 
      --Sunstrike:  6 [52%] 
 
      --Jackal’s Tooth:  7 [63%] 
 
      --Beacon of Life:  2 [42%] 
 
      --Purifying Touch: 3 [25%] 
 
      --Flamestrike: 5 [66%] 
 
      --Sever Bonds: 1 [25%] 
 
      --Summon Legionnaire: 2 [12%] 
 
      --Cure Wounds: 16 [62%] 
 
      --Sehkmet's Cleansing: 6 [10%] 
 
      --Purification: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Call the Dead: 1 [66%] 
 
      --Create Food and Water: 2 [25%] 
 
      --Aset’s Mantle: 1 [0%] 
 
      
 
    I went through the list, creating a mental checklist of the skills that I wanted to train and did the math. The cost of training was based on the tier of the skill. Ranks one through five cost five favor for each rank. Up to ten cost ten favor. The next five ranks cost fifteen, and then twenty, and so on.  
 
    The cost for everything I wanted was insane, so I mentally pruned my list down to ensure I’d still have enough to summon Amenhotep and then listed them off to the magus. 
 
    *** Expend 115 Divine Favor to purchase a training session that will cover: Aset’s Mantle, Aura of the Underworld, Combat Caster, Cure Wounds, Flamestrike, Jackal’s Tooth, Purification, Purifying Touch, Sehkmet’s Cleansing, Soothing Touch, and Sunstrike (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes, held my breath and accepted the prompt, wincing as the divine favor drained from my pool. 
 
    “Hmm,” the magus said. “A very… broad selection of skills and spells. Enhancements, offensive abilities, and several cleansing skills. This requires a special touch… but no matter, I am sure that Kah’Bomani Nephati will be happy to assist in creating the proper environment in which I can show you the optimal ways to utilize these skills.” 
 
    My eyes opened wide. “Oh shit,” I said, definitely not looking forward to Nephati’s tender ministrations. 
 
    ***
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    The first time I trained at the temple I thought I’d been put through the wringer. Nephati had worked me six ways from Sunday. I’d barely been able to walk after her tender ministrations. And that was melee combat training. 
 
    But that… that was nothing compared to the workout she put me through at the behest of Magus Temet. Apparently the fact that I had neglected to ask her name was a motivating factor in her attempts to grind my soul into paste with the aid of her good friend Nephati. I learned it very quickly, and painfully. 
 
    I figured magical training would be easy. Practicing spells over and over again. I was way off. 
 
    Instead of a set of simple exercises, they put me through some kind of sadistic boot camp, having me act as the dedicated healer to squad after squad of mummies as they engaged in a seemingly endless sequence of battles. 
 
    I healed, I cleansed, I dispelled, all while constantly being threatened by the opposing forces archers and casters. I lost count of how many times I had to abandon a spell in order to avoid being hit, or lost my concentration when an arrow or bolt made it through the lines to tag me mid cast. 
 
    By the end of the session I was convinced my teammates must have been in on it, and the self-satisfied look on Magus Temet’s face did little to assuage my damaged pride. 
 
    After a full two hours the magus called a halt to the exercise, much to Nephati’s chagrin. 
 
    “Are you sure, Magus?” she asked. “I am sure that Adept Kheph has a few more rounds in him. He’s quite resilient for a spellcaster.” 
 
    The magus shook her head and I let out a sigh of relief, peeling myself off the floor as she gazed down at me with a self-satisfied smirk. “No, I think we have satisfied the Adept’s request, and hopefully taught him some manners.” 
 
    I looked at her and bowed as low as my aching back would allow. “I am truly sorry, Magus Temet,” I said, exhausted. 
 
    She just stared at me silently and then snapped her fingers.  
 
    *** Training Session complete! Next training session available in 24 hours. *** 
 
    *** System Notification: Skills can be trained individually, or as a group. When a group training is initiated, the time required for each individual skill is lessened, but doing so will limit future skill training and the learning of new skills with a twenty-four-hour timer to prevent overexertion and exploitation of the training system. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Aura of the Underworld and have reached Rank 6! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aset’s Mantle spell! Rank 2 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Combat Caster and have reached Rank 17! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 17 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Flamestrike spell! Rank 6 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Jackal’s Tooth spell! Rank 8 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Purification spell! Rank 2 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Purifying Touch spell! Rank 4 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 9 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sehkmet’s Cleansing spell! Rank 7 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sunstrike spell! Rank 7 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    I sat back down, hard, as the rush of information surged through my brain, imprinting the knowledge and experience gained from the training session into my memory.  
 
    Catching myself on one arm, I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing as a wave of vertigo washed over me. It wasn’t as bad as when I’d spent a bunch of skill points at the same time, but it was still disorienting. 
 
    Once it was over, I stood up and stretched, working the kinks out of my system as my stamina slowly refilled. Thank you game mechanics, I thought. 
 
    Nephati looked me up and down and nodded. “I look forward to working with you again, Adept. I suggest you remember your manners going forward…” I could almost hear a hint of glee enter her voice as she continued, “…or not. I’m always happy to administer some percussive maintenance to those in need of a reminder.” 
 
    With that, she and Temet walked away, leaving me on the field.  
 
    I was still surprised I’d been able to train after learning a new spell, so I decided to investigate further. I returned to the magus’ desk, earning an exasperated look. 
 
    “Yes, Adept?” she asked, “Is there something else you require?” 
 
    I nodded. “I was wondering if you could teach me another spell?” I said tentatively. 
 
    She looked me over and shook her head. “No. You are too weary to be trained any further.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, trying to think the whole thing through. “Earlier you taught me a spell and then were able to train me.” 
 
    The magus raised her non-existent eyebrow once again, “And?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that count as training as well?” 
 
    She looked at me blankly. “Yes?” 
 
    “So then how could you train me in my other skills after teaching me?” 
 
    “Well, that was-” Her body seemed to freeze mid-answer as something under the hood glitched. 
 
    I cursed and hoped I hadn’t broken the AI permanently. Glancing around nervously, I stood between her and the other NPCs, hoping to keep them from seeing her strange state while I frantically typed up a bug report describing the situation. 
 
    “-because you were still well rested. Learning the spell was a simple task, and since you took your time, I saw no danger in training further,” she finished, her body continuing mid-sentence as whatever glitch worked itself out. 
 
    I sighed in relief and finished the bug report, tagging the times on my feed so the devs could match up the behavior and the logs. 
 
    “So… I can learn spells first, and then go through the other, more intensive trainings?” I asked. 
 
    She glared at me. “Isn’t that what I just said? Now I suggest you leave me in peace, or I’ll be forced to inform Nephati that you thought her methods were too soft.” 
 
    My eyes widened, and I quickly backed away. “Oh no. No need for that. Thank you again, Magus.” 
 
    Training complete, I activated Child of the Underworld and teleported to the portal, heading back to the land of the living where my cot was calling my name. 
 
    I loosened my armor, shifted my gear so I could get comfortable on the military style cot, and closed my eyes. It had been a long day, and a good night’s rest was well deserved. 
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – TIDAL SURGE – BATTLEGROUND *** 
 
    *** ALERT! A force of the Kchil are heading towards the front! Report to your assigned tower and drive off the invaders! *** 
 
    *** CRITERIA:  
 
    *** Successfully Defend the Towers [0/1] *** 
 
    *** REWARDS: xp, Battlegrounds Medals, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
    *** REFUSAL: Loss of Reputation with the Moonguard, Loss of Reputation with the Elves of the Vale, Loss of access to the Barracks *** 
 
    *** Accept the Call? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    I groaned and opened my eyes. Of course they’d run these damn things at night, I thought. So much for sleep. At least it’ll improve my rep with the elves, even if we can’t close the portals from this side. 
 
    *** You have accepted the call! *** 
 
    *** Report to the nearest rallying point and await further instructions! *** 
 
    *** NOTE: As a solo player you will be assigned to an incomplete party for the duration of the battle. *** 
 
    *** Time until battle – 09:59 *** 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Before getting up, I pumped my remaining Divine Skill points into Aset’s Mantle and waited out the brief wave of vertigo that accompanied the increased understanding of the spell. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Aset’s Mantle spell to 3! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Aset’s Mantle spell to 4! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Aset’s Mantle spell to 5! *** 
 
    ***Congratulations! You have reached rank 5 in the Aset’s Mantle spell. The shield now defends more against physical damage and has a chance to lash out and deal damage to creatures aligned with darkness or cold if they come in physical contact. *** 
 
      
 
    With a sigh I peeled myself out of the bed and headed to the staging area to earn my keep. Hopefully I’d get paired up with a decent party who already had all the bases covered and I could have some fun blasting the enemy apart instead of babysitting health bars. 
 
    I started to get nervous as the timer ran its course and I was still without a party. Am I going to have to defend a tower all by myself? I thought. Is that even possible? 
 
    *** Party Found! Joining now… *** 
 
    *** Your party has been added to the Defenders of the Vale Warhost *** 
 
      
 
    *** Assessing Party Composition……… Complete. *** 
 
    *** Leilani has been assigned the role of Healer. *** 
 
    *** Kelikk has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Kababala has been assigned the role of Scout. *** 
 
    *** Cedric has been assigned the role of Tank. *** 
 
    *** Kheph Sa’tep has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Notifications set to default for the DPS role. *** 
 
      
 
    The battleground went by in a blur, and by the end I was super happy that I’d dodged healer duty. If I’d been responsible for keeping the party alive, we would have wiped during the first wave. I was that out of it. 
 
    My teammates were a good-natured bunch who’d been playing together in MMOs for a while and had their dynamic well in hand. Except for Kababala who seemed to be getting used to playing a stealthy character.  
 
    From their familiar banter, I got the impression that he usually played a necromancer or something dealing with undeath, and seemed a bit miffed when I summoned Amenhotep to help us with the fight. 
 
    Like the earlier instance, there were two waves of mixed critters with a fodder screen of skreel paving the way in blood for their marcid and arothrok masters. Unlike the first run, whoever was in charge of this assault must have had a thing for the marcids. They made up the majority of the enemy force with zero caster support, and no enemy PC backup. 
 
    Their weakness to fire let me really shine in my DPS roll, but by the end of the battle I was running on fumes and barely remembered the trip back to the muster point and final results. I didn’t even bother to read the notifications, leaving them for the morning. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning when I was once again capable of rational thought, I opened up my log to review the end results of the late-night battleground and smiled at the progress. 
 
    *** ALL PARTICIPANTS REPORTED IN *** 
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – TIDAL SURGE – BATTLEGROUND – COMPLETE *** 
 
    *** CALCULATING CONTRIBUTIONS AND AWARDS… *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Update: Answer the Call to Arms [2/5] *** 
 
    *** Quest Update: Successfully Defend the Towers against the Invaders [2/5] *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
    *** You have been awarded 5 Battleground Medals for your victory! *** 
 
    *** Your monetary reward can be collected at your local barracks. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Current Battleground Top Performers *** 
 
    *** 1: Vaath d’ArgentArgent Moon25 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 2: Toreeb d’Argent Argent Moon20 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 3: Pewpew d’Argent Argent Moon15 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 4: Silvermoon d’ArgentArgent Moon10 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 5: Bartholomew Den<None>5 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** Your Rank: 21 *** 
 
    
*** Your party has killed 16 Marcid Warriors! Your party gains 3684xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 16 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed 2 Arothrok Captains! Your party gains 282xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Discerning Eye and have reached Rank 17! *** 
 
      
 
    It was still too early to expect Kjara back, so I spent the next few hours reviewing the comments on my stream and cutting together the footage from the previous day.  
 
    As anticipated, the regulars were gnawing at the bit to get their hands on the next installment of the adventure. My last video had ended with me and Kjara entering the Moon-gate to Va’pu and had completely omitted any mention of the Vale of Dreams. 
 
    There were a few trolls, but the big red “ban” button took care of the repeat offenders. The influx of subscriptions had finally given me the financial power to just say no to trolls. Not having to hold on to the toxic folks to keep food on my plate was extremely satisfying. 
 
    I was still wary of sharing too much about the Vale online, especially now that I knew there was a guild out there who’d thrown in their lot with the Kchil, but at this point I suspected any info I could reveal would likely already be percolating through their own questlines. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, I got to work, starting from the trip through the Moon-gate and ending when I turned in for the night, leaving out snuggle time with Kjara.  
 
    There were still way too many people clamoring on my channel about our budding romance, and if there’s one thing I learned from the interwebs; you don’t feed the ‘shippers… even if they were accurate. 
 
    Chariot training got the most appropriate and most entertaining of all summations: the montage. I will admit, many straw dummies were harmed in the making of this film. I figured the fans would appreciate more exploding straw men and less of me fumbling at the reins, but I didn’t cut it all. I mean, a training montage had to start with a few bumps in the road. 
 
    After that I went back to my traditional format, following our trip from Va’pu and the battle against the Kchil there. I gave equal time to the chariot in action and the battle at the end against the Void Shaman in lopholith form, ending with my glorious leap and subsequent transformation of the lobster-man into lobster-kabab. 
 
    Our trip to the Vale, encounter with Faebio, and imprisonment got its own video. Not wanting to cause any more trouble, I cut out the bits about the sun elf’s familial situation, skipping over anything that would cause the kid any more trouble. I still felt a little bad about the nut trauma. 
 
    I cut out all the talky bits from the battlegrounds, opting instead for a voiceover approach describing the battle and the game mechanics. I didn’t want any trouble with the big dogs in the Argent Dawn, so I left out their douchebaggery from the videos, archiving them for later use should the need arise. 
 
    By the time I was finished cutting everything together and posting it up to my stream, it was well into what normal folks considered morning, which was still earlier than I expected Kjara to return. 
 
    I had a few messages waiting in my inbox, including a very delicately worded reminder from my sister that I should make sure to check in with the fam occasionally… and by occasionally she meant as often as possible.  
 
    The rest of the messages were responses to the reports I’d entered for the bugs and potential exploits I’d uncovered. 
 
    =RE: Bug 1.16:21-11a—Kiting Exploit 
 
    =Thank you for your report. We have examined the materials provided 
 
    and determined that the current ability to extend the encounter in question 
 
    by the use of “kiting” is an acceptable, and oftentimes crucial technique for 
 
    within the MMO sphere.  
 
    =Classification: Non-Issue. 
 
    =Bounty: N/A. 
 
      
 
    =RE: Bug 1.17:34-2c—Pain Thresholds and Leveling Up 
 
    =Thank you for your report. We have examined the materials provided 
 
    and determined that the lack of pain dampening during the level up 
 
    process was in fact an oversight that will be corrected in the next patch.  
 
    =Classification: Moderate, First Reporter. 
 
    =Bounty: 25 credits. 
 
      
 
    =RE: Bug 1.21:01-132d—Chariot Channeling 
 
    =Thank you for your report. We have examined the materials provided 
 
    and determined that as Chariots are classified as both Advanced Vehicles 
 
    and Weapons, the ability to channel was functioning according to the current rules. 
 
    However, while your use of the ability to heal the animals pulling the 
 
    vehicle was not game-breaking, other spells and abilities would be far more 
 
    impactful. Therefore, this ability will be modified in the next patch to limit the 
 
    spells that can be used in such a fashion. 
 
    =Classification: Severe, Unforeseen Interaction 
 
    =Bounty: 50 credits. 
 
      
 
    The first one being a dud was a bit of a letdown, but the bounties for the others more than made up for it. 
 
    I’ve still got it! I thought, wiring the bounties to my parents’ account before closing down the interface. My stream was bringing in more than enough to keep things running, and while I was stuck in the medical pod, I didn’t really have any expenses other than a few subscription services I could theoretically still access if I needed a break from gaming. 
 
    With a soft groan I peeled myself out of my cot, finding the process much harder than expected. It was surprisingly comfortable, and even though my digital body was in a lot better shape than my real-world meat puppet, it had gone through quite a bit of abuse over the last week. 
 
    The game told me I should feel fine. My pools were all at one hundred percent. I had no debuffs. But somehow my back still hurt. 
 
    A quick glance at my reputation stats showed I was still close to forty percent shy of being Friendly with the Vale, and who knew how high I’d need to be after getting into the Temple zone. I was pretty sure that reaching level eighteen was going to be a hell of a lot faster than getting the rep needed. A few more runs through the battleground would see to that. 
 
    But either way, there was work to be done. The thought of another grind session first thing in the morning turned my stomach, so I decided to try my luck at finding something more exciting at the jobs board. 
 
    When I arrived, the board was picked clean. The only quests left were the repeatable ones with no limits. I’d already decided against manual labor, and had no desire to be running around as an errand boy for some elven noble, so I grabbed the one option that seemed like it could be fun. 
 
    *** Quest Received: Routine Patrol *** 
 
    *** Reports have been received of small parties of hostile creatures in the area of the war camp. Journey to your assigned area and eliminate any that could compromise the security of the camp. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Journey to your patrol area. [0/1] *** 
 
    ***Eliminate any threats discovered [0/?] *** 
 
    ***Rewards: xp, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale. *** 
 
      
 
    I opened my map and located my designated area: a small strip of land a ways to the southwest of camp. It was far from the Moonwell, so chances were I’d be dealing with more woodsy creatures than any Kchil patrols. 
 
    If it wasn’t for my minimap’s guidance I would have gotten lost a hundred times over. My only real-life experience with a forest was a scouting trip I’d taken with my dad as a kid, and that was a long, long time ago. 
 
    One thing I was quite sure of though, was that the forest I’d camped out in hadn’t been full of thick, sticky spider webs. 
 
    Great, I thought. Spiders. 
 
    *** 
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    Something tells me I should have brought a group, I thought as I gazed around at the multitude of spider webs transforming the once beautiful forest into a scene of horror. 
 
    Here and there I could see the dried-out husks of native forest creatures. Most were deer and other small animals, but there were a few humanoid sized bundles scattered here and there amongst the webbing. 
 
    The cracking of a branch overhead was my only warning. I raised my shield just in time to deflect the first of the giant spiders raining from the canopy above. I knocked it to the side and whipped my spear around in a wide circle in an attempt to get clear of the rest of the arachnids. 
 
    One of the spiders was a touch too slow and lost half of its legs and a good portion of its health bar to the wild swing. It let out an ear-piercing screech and awkwardly skittered away, leaking ichor onto the forest floor.  
 
    *** Quest Update: Routine Patrol *** 
 
    *** Journey to your patrol area. [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Criteria Updated: *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Hatchlings eliminated. [0/?] *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Brood eliminated. [0/10] *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Broodmother eliminated. [0/1] *** 
 
      
 
    I scanned the area, counting three uninjured spiders in addition to the amputee. They skittered around the area, darting in and out. I took up a defensive position with my back to one of the larger trees, spear ready. 
 
    The spiders’ bodies were the size of a small dog’s with long, spindly legs ending in sharp looking barbs. A line of small, beady-looking eyes lined their heads over a pair of pincers dripping with a foul, yellowy substance. 
 
    I activated Analyze on the closest creature and sighed as my suspicions that these were the baby spiders was confirmed. If these are the babies, then I really don’t want to see how big mama is. 
 
    *** Webweaver Hatchling, Level 13 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 0%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: None *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Bludgeoning, Piercing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    Bringing the spell-form for Sunstrike into my mind, I blasted the closest spider. The spell burned into the arachnid’s thorax and through its chitinous armor, dropping its health down to zero as it cooked the creature from the inside out. 
 
    The remaining uninjured spiders leapt in, one high and one low. I raised my shield to defend my face from the snapping pincers and tried to evade the second spider, but I was too slow and took a wound to the calf as the creature sank its teeth into my brand-new boots. 
 
    The pincers barely made it through the leather, doing minimal damage, but the pain that followed as the creature’s poison burned its way into my blood was intense. 
 
    *** You have been poisoned! *** 
 
      
 
    My health started to drop. The damage was miniscule, but the pain was not. I lashed out with my spear, driving it through the head of the offending arachnid while I rebuffed another attack from the second spider who was intent on eating my face. 
 
    I growled and pushed through the pain, activating Precision Strike as I tossed my target into the air and then skewered it. A rush of divine energy poured into me as my Combat Caster boon procced, giving me the energy for a free spell. I channeled that power into Purification and sighed as the pain faded. 
 
    A quick stab put the final spider out of its misery as it tried unsuccessfully to regain its feet. 
 
    *** You have killed 4 Webweaver Hatchlings! You gain 760xp! *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Hatchlings eliminated. [4/?] *** 
 
      
 
    I sat down and let out a long breath, channeling Soothing Touch to heal the rest of my wounds before looting the hatchlings. They each had a small poison gland that I tucked into my pack for later. Mika would probably know what to do with it… whenever he decided to log back in. 
 
    I considered summoning Amenhotep, but killing spiders wasn’t really something I thought would be an appropriate use of his service. I was still a little miffed that my pet skill came with limitations. I’d love to have my own personal tank during all my adventures. 
 
    With a sigh I moved deeper into the web-strewn forest, resolved to see how the next encounter would go and if it warranted summoning the Temple Guardian. I was doing all this with the end goal of fulfilling Anpu’s instructions after all. 
 
    The next encounter was similar to the first, with a quartet of spiderlings trying to ambush me from above. But since I was ready for them, they didn’t get to do much before joining the rest of their kin in the spider afterlife.  
 
    Unfortunately for me they were lower level than the first wave and didn’t give me any xp, which was pretty annoying, especially with the pain their poison caused. 
 
    The next clearing was a different story. There were ten of the fuckers and even being able to kill them each with a single hit didn’t stop them from swarming me to the point that I had to chug a potion halfway through to give me enough time to go full murderhobo on the bugs.  
 
    And to make matters worse, the damned five level difference between us got me nada in terms of xp and skill gains. Only the spells I used to heal myself showed any progress. Purification even gained a rank from getting rid of all the poison. 
 
    Yeah, I thought and brought up the spell for summoning Amenhotep to mind. It’s time to bring out the big guns.  
 
    The Legionnaire took form within the summoning circle and turned his glowing eyes on me. “Greetings Adept,” he said as he looked around the clearing, eyes locking onto the arachnid corpses. “You have called me here to battle… spiders?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yes. Spiders,” I said and held up a hand to forestall any objections. “It’s complicated, okay? Anpu said get the arm, but to get the arm I have to get into the dungeon. To get into the dungeon I have to get to the temple, and to get to the temple I have to do tasks for the elves so they’ll trust me. So that means killing spiders.” 
 
    Amenhotep gazed at me and I could feel his amusement. It was not what I was expecting. “Adept, your growth serves Lord Anpu, and so I offer my assistance. While I prefer to battle the undead, and now the servants of the Devourer, I can aid you when you are in need against other foes.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling like an idiot. “So… you’re telling me that I could have summoned you all along to help with any of my quests?” 
 
    “Of course. Although you would burn through Anpu’s favor quite quickly if you did so, and then be unable to call on my aid when my aid was truly needed.” 
 
    He looked around at the forest. “Now what is it we face here?”  
 
    “These,” I said as I kicked one of the hatchling corpses, “are the smallest of the spiders we need to clear out of this area. The others are called Brood, whatever that means, and the Broodmother which I assume is the biggest of the bunch.” 
 
     “So far I’ve only encountered the hatchlings, but they’ve started coming in bigger and bigger groups, and I can only take so much.” 
 
    He nodded and flexed his bandaged muscles. “Let us begin.” 
 
    I cast Aset’s Mantle on the mummy and refreshed the spell on myself. I wasn’t expecting any cold or shadowy beasts in the woods, but I suspected the defensive portion of the spell was responsible for blunting at least a bit of the spider bites. 
 
    We moved deeper into the woods, walking shoulder to shoulder as we scanned the webbing overhead for any movement. The further we went into the area marked on my map, the thicker the webbing became, eventually plunging the area into darkness. 
 
    With my eyes on the webs overhead I was taken completely by surprise when a pony-sized spider erupted out of the ground in front of me and sank its fangs deep into my thigh. 
 
    The giant arachnid looked like someone had taken a black widow and crossed it with a tarantula. It had the bulbous abdomen and the spindly legs of a widow, but was coated in the fur-like bristles of the tarantula. It had a pair of deadly-looking fangs dripping with venom, and each of its legs ended in claws that seemed equally suited to digging as they were to tearing apart anyone foolish enough to disturb it while doing so. 
 
    I jumped backwards as the pain shot through me, followed by a slow, creeping numbness that was completely out of sync with the jagged, bleeding wound visible on my leg. 
 
    *** You have been poisoned! *** 
 
      
 
    Amenhotep charged the new arrival, intercepting it as it leapt towards me to finish me off. 
 
    The feeling of numbness was spreading quickly from the wound, so I planted my spear in the ground,  pressed my hand against the bleeding tear, and channeled Purifying Touch into myself. 
 
    I clenched my teeth as my blood turned to liquid fire, burning the numbing poison from my veins. 
 
    A quick Cure Wounds spell closed the wound and I plucked my spear from the ground, ready to get some vengeance on our assailant. 
 
    Amenhotep’s khopesh had opened up several wounds on the spider’s bulbous thorax, and one of its legs was cracked from where his shield had made contact during his charge, but its health was still sitting near ninety percent. 
 
    I activated Analyze and rushed in. 
 
    *** Webweaver Brood, Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 92%, MP: 0%, SP: 88% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: None *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Bludgeoning, Piercing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    My mummy companion stepped to the side as I arrived, taking the Brood’s focus with him and opening up a lovely gap for me to strike through. 
 
    I thrust with my spear, piercing the spider between its first and second leg. The creature’s health bar dropped below fifty percent and it let out a high-pitched screech that was echoed more than a dozen times from the webbing above. 
 
    And then it was raining hatchlings.  
 
    I cursed and closed ranks with Amenhotep, standing back-to-back as we cut down the new arrivals while the Brood used the distractions provided by its lesser kin to slash at us with its spiked forelimbs. 
 
    A wide slash cut two of the smaller spiders in half but cost me a painful jab from the Brood that almost made me drop my spear. 
 
    Amenhotep in turn lopped off the offending limb with a quick slash of his khopesh, gaining us a few seconds of breathing room while the larger spider skittered backwards to nurse its wounds. 
 
    The hatchlings didn’t do very much in terms of damage, but their poison was quite annoying. I cleansed myself when the pain became too much, and the Temple Guardian was immune to poison so I didn’t have to worry about him. 
 
    The Brood gathered itself and leapt high, passing over Amenhotep with its claws poised to turn me into a pin cushion. 
 
    I cursed and ducked behind my shield, bracing my spear against the ground. The giant spider hit my spear and kept going, sliding all the way down its length to crash into my shield. Its weight knocked me to the ground. 
 
    Its limbs curled around my shield, punching holes in my flesh as its health ticked down. A rush of divine energy filled me as my rank fifteen Combat Caster ability procced for the first time and granted me a free spell when taking damage, so I did what any sane person would do in that situation. I let go of my spear and punched the spider right in its face, blasting a Sunstrike out of my fist the moment it made contact. 
 
    The lance of holy fire burned through the spider’s face, dropping its health bar to zero. Unfortunately for me, when it shuffled off its mortal coil it was right on top of me, and it was heavy. 
 
    On the plus side, the body shielded me from the remaining hatchlings while Amenhotep finished them off. 
 
    *** You have killed a Webweaver Brood! You gain 900xp! *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Hatchlings eliminated. [34/?] *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Brood eliminated. [1/2] *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with First Aid and have reached Rank 17! *** 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said as the mummy helped me clear off my spider blanket.  
 
    Amenhotep nodded and then turned his eyes to the canopy overhead as I healed our wounds and looted the bodies. I collected some more poison glands and a pair of Brood Claws, which looked like the bottom six inches or so of the giant spider’s legs. 
 
    “You watch the trees,” Amenhotep sent as we headed out. “I will keep watch for more of the Brood.” 
 
    I gestured towards the hole where the Brood had emerged. “What’s the deal with that anyway? The little ones are tree spiders, but they grow up to this? It doesn’t make any sense. They’re completely different types of spiders.” 
 
    Seeing his indifference to the conversation, I let it drop, mumbling to myself before replying, “Yeah, I’ll watch the trees,” and continued onwards. 
 
    The webbing grew thick enough overhead to block any light from reaching the forest floor, making me quite happy for my blessed eyesight that allowed me to see clearly in the darkness. Every now and then my attention was drawn to a twitching branch, or a skittering hatchling that disappeared almost immediately into the webbing above. 
 
    A tap on my arm brought my attention back to the forest floor. 
 
    “Look there,” Amenhotep sent and pointed towards a large patch of ground in the center of the clearing. “Another Brood.” 
 
    *** Perception check successful! *** 
 
      
 
    I peered closer and spotted the concealed edge of the camouflaged trap. If the legionnaire hadn’t pointed it out to me, I probably would have walked right on into the spider’s ambush. 
 
    Instead, I readied a Precision Strike and prepared myself for the enemy’s “ambush,” walking forward and pretending to be blissfully unaware of the Brood lurking beneath the ground. 
 
    When it erupted from the ground, I struck, driving my spear deep into the arachnid’s body using its own momentum against it. It screeched as I stepped to the side, ripping my spear free and doing my best to avoid getting crushed as its legs gave way. 
 
    Ichor leaked from the wound as it struggled to regain its feet, but a quick chop of Amenhotep’s khopesh put an end to its suffering. 
 
    *** You have killed a Webweaver Brood! You gain 900xp! *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Brood eliminated. [2/2] *** 
 
      
 
    “Well that was a lot easier than the last one,” I said, regretting it almost as soon as the words had passed my lips. Of course, I thought as hatchlings started to rain from above, I had to jinx it. 
 
    “It is unwise to mock fate, Adept,” Amenhotep said as he cut a spiderling in twain. “She is not one to take kindly to such things.” 
 
    I snorted and turned my attention to the hatchlings, doing my best to avoid their minor, yet painful wounds as we massacred them. 
 
    *** 
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    We moved towards the center of the patrol area, the webbing slowly creeping down from the trees until it formed walls one either side of the path, leading us into a large clearing littered with dozens of cocoons strewn about the area.  
 
    Within some of the cocoons I could see the desiccated corpses of deer, boars, and even a large bear. 
 
    “Be on your guard, Adept,” Amenhotep sent. “I sense something… powerful within.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling uneasy. There was a sense of something lurking in the clearing ahead.  
 
    The Temple Guardian led the way, his tower shield and khopesh raised defensively. I followed close behind, my shield at the ready and my spear poised to strike. 
 
    The webbing on the far side of the clearing split down the middle, and out of the tear emerged a spider the size of a car. Her legs each ended in jagged claws, and her fangs were the size of Amenhotep’s khopesh. 
 
    She had the same general form as the smaller Brood we’d encountered, but the bristly tarantula fur had been upgraded into something that looked like polished obsidian. Her abdomen was massive and swollen with what I assumed to be eggs. 
 
    “Oh shit!” I yelled and dodged to the side as she spat a stream of viscous green liquid my way. Wherever the poison touched, the grass on the forest floor turned brown and withered away. An unlucky tree had its trunk dissolved at the base and crashed to the ground in the forest behind us. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed forward and slammed his shield into the ground, blasting the gigantic arachnid with his Shockwave ability. 
 
    The spider turned on the mummy and spit another stream of poison as she fully entered the clearing, her bulbous abdomen stretching the split in the webbing even further, revealing a glimpse of a small, web-shrouded enclosure behind her, full of hundreds, if not thousands of eggs. 
 
    Amenhotep raised his shield and deflected most of the stream to the side, the poison destroying another small swath of forest where it made contact. A few drops splashed off the shield and onto his bandage-wrapped arm, eating through the dried-out flesh as easily as it had the foliage. 
 
    I sent a bolt of healing his way as I charged the spider’s flank, using Analyze on the way to reveal any weaknesses. 
 
     *** Webweaver Broodmother, Level 17 (Elite) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 90% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: None *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Cold *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    I slashed the joint of one of her legs as I darted past, but it skidded off of the shiny black chitin. I spun my spear, harnessing the force of the rebound as I drove it forward, aiming for the spot where leg met body. 
 
    The blade skipped along the chitin and found purchase, crunching through the softer, more flexible armor at the joint. The Broodmother’s health bar dropped by a few percent, and I barely avoided being trampled when she flinched away from the blow. 
 
    Luckily, she was still fixated on Amenhotep, who was focused on warding off the blows of her forelimbs and fangs. His shield and armor bore signs of damage, but his mummified flesh (and health bar) were barely scratched. 
 
    Trying to be smart about things for a change, I changed my Sunspear into its longer form and started attacking from beyond the reach of the spider’s spindly legs. 
 
    Amenhotep landed a critical and lopped off one of mama’s forelegs, triggering some sort of frenzied counterattack that almost did him in. 
 
    *** Webweaver Broodmother uses Nature’s Vengeance! ***  
 
      
 
    Her body flashed yellow and almost doubled in speed. She lashed out in a fury with her uninjured forelimbs and rushed the guardian. 
 
    The bladed appendages flashed faster than Amenhotep could parry and only the extra bonuses provided by Aset’s Mantle and his heavy armor saved him from being destroyed by the creature’s frenzy. 
 
    His health bar dropped down to less than twenty percent and a bleeding icon appeared next to his name in my status window. Crimson sand spilled in a steady stream from the jagged tears in his wrappings as his health ticked away.  
 
    I rushed in, crashing into the spider with my raised shield. It lurched to the side as I made contact, somehow knocking it several paces to the side. I’d been expecting a lot more resistance, but it weighed almost nothing. 
 
    I caught my balance and cast Cure Wounds on Amenhotep, closing up the worst of his injuries and ending the bleeding effect while I kept the spider at bay with a series of well-timed thrusts.  
 
    The arachnid’s enhanced speed had run its course, but it was still faster than I was. It charged towards me, limbs raised to strike and fangs dripping with hunger. I blocked the first three blows with my shield, learning way too late that they were feints designed to open me up to a much more deadly attack. 
 
    Her fangs bit into my stomach and felt the venom spreading as it was pumped into me.  
 
    *** You have been poisoned! *** 
 
      
 
    My legs stopped working and I fell to the ground, the effects of the poison spreading much faster than it had with the smaller spiders’. 
 
    “Shit,” I yelled and raised my shield to defend myself from follow up attacks. My health dropped again, but I didn’t feel any pain. I was confused until I looked past my shield and saw where the Broodmother’s claw had poked a hole through my calf. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed into view and slashed his khopesh deep into the spider’s abdomen, causing it to recoil in pain, ripping its limb free of my own in the process. 
 
    My health dropped again as blood spurted from the wound, painting the nearby grass a deep scarlet. The numbness reached my chest, and I was glad that the game had done away with the need to use the restroom or I would probably have needed a new pair of… whatever the hell my Saa underwear was called. 
 
    I dropped my spear and pressed a hand to my chest, calling on my magic to counter the spread of the venom. I clenched my teeth against the pain as Purifying Touch did its work, burning the poison out of my system. 
 
    As soon as the poison was neutralized, I switched to Soothing Touch and healed myself until I stopped bleeding. The Broodmother needed to die. 
 
    While I was busy saving myself from certain death, Amenhotep had been busy. The Broodmother was missing another leg and had multiple deep wounds spread over her abdomen and thorax, a testament to the Temple Guardian’s skill. 
 
    Taking a different approach to defeating the creature, I took a step back and transitioned into more of a ranged support role. I launched Sunstrikes into spider-mom while keeping an eye on the party’s health as well, swapping to Cure Wounds whenever Amenhotep was injured. 
 
    When the spider activated its super speed again, we were both ready, and instead of blocking its frantic flurry of blows, we both backed off until the frenzy had run its course. 
 
    It used the last of its fury to charge us head on in a clearly telegraphed move. I twisted my spear as it flew past and felt the chitin crack. A large piece of its shell popped free, exposing the ooey gooey center. 
 
    When it turned back to attack once more, Amenhotep hit it with another shockwave and I drove my spear into the exposed innards, scoring a critical hit and dropping its health into the red. 
 
    I channeled a Sunstrike through the spear, and the arachnid gave a shudder and collapsed, smoke seeping from the cracks in its armor. 
 
    *** You have killed a Webweaver Broodmother! You have gained 1912xp! *** 
 
    *** Webweaver Broodmother eliminated. [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Complete: Routine Patrol *** 
 
    *** You have gained 500xp! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 10 Achieved! Now, the healing effects of the spell will linger for 10 seconds after casting. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Purifying Touch spell! Rank 5 Achieved! Now, the amount of pain caused by the spell is lessened if the caster wills it to be. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Medium Armor! Rank 15 Achieved! Medium armor will now offer more protection against physical wounds. *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** Bonus Quest Available: Cleanse the Nest! *** 
 
    *** The Broodmother has not been idle and has filled her nest with the next generation of Webweavers. Destroy the eggs before they can hatch! *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Destroy Egg Sacs. [0/100] *** 
 
    *** Timer: 30 seconds. *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale. *** 
 
      
 
    The timer started ticking down and I panicked. I ran over to the opening in the webs and looked inside. By the time I reached the entrance I’d already lost five seconds from the timer and there were so many eggs to destroy. 
 
    Not wanting to miss out on the quest I did the first thing that came to my mind: I cast Flamestrike. 
 
    As soon as the javelin left my hand, a shiver ran through me. I looked back to see Amenhotep giving me a look. “That was foolish, Adept,” he said and gestured towards the webbing coating every visible surface. 
 
    The flamestrike detonated and the entire egg chamber went up in flames, completing the quest in a second.  
 
    *** Quest Complete: Cleanse the Nest*** 
 
    *** Destroy Egg Sacs. [100/100] *** 
 
    *** You have gained 200xp! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the flames didn’t stop there. With a flash, the entire clearing was engulfed in searing hot flames. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I gasped as the flames surged through the clearing, the entire area exploding in a gigantic ball of fire. 
 
    *** You have died! *** 
 
      
 
    I done fucked up, as they say. Kjara was never going to let me live this one down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    The crimson dunes of the Saa afterlife materialized around me and I stood there in shock. Not only had I managed to get myself killed, but according to the combat log Amenhotep had been destroyed before me, so I wouldn’t be able to call him back for another twenty-four hours. 
 
    “Damnit!” I yelled, sending a spray of sand flying with a frustrated kick and screaming into the darkness. Once I regained some composure, I teleported myself to the respawn portal.  
 
    I could have gone to the temple, but I didn’t want to get sucked into anything too time consuming… Avoiding the temple definitely had nothing to do with not wanting to face Anpu if he was there. I could easily picture the look of shame he’d give me after my last idiotic death. 
 
    At least I’d gotten the quest rewards before the entire world turned into a giant fireball. I just hoped the fire wouldn’t spread too far beyond the webbed clearing. Burning down their forest wouldn’t be very good for my rep with the elves. 
 
    Opening up my reputation screen, I focused on the elven factions, hoping to see some decent progress. 
 
    Vale of Dreams:  
 
    the Elves of the Vale: Neutral [93%] 
 
    the Rangers of the Vale: Neutral [15%] 
 
    the Moonguard: Neutral [93%] 
 
    the Noble Council of the Vale: Suspicious [90%] 
 
    the Temple of the Valerian: Suspicious [90%] 
 
      
 
    I blew out a sigh of relief. My next quest should bring me into the Friendly category with the Elves of the Vale and the Moonguard at least, so I’d finally be able to join Kjara in the temple district once we reached the level requirement for the barrows. 
 
    With that happy thought firmly in my mind, the time remaining until I could respawn went by in a flash, and as I stepped back into the land of the living, it was with a sense of purpose. 
 
    I came to on my narrow cot and didn’t waste any time, opening my quest log and finding the entry of the second grunt work quest I’d picked up the night before. 
 
    *** Quest Details: Sharp Enough to Shave *** 
 
    *** Requirements: Weaponsmith Rank 1 *** 
 
    *** In times of peace, the soldiers of the Moonguard are responsible for the maintenance of their own equipment, but in times of war, assistance is needed to ensure the troops are well rested as well as well equipped. Report to the Bladesmith’s Cabal in the south of the Vale and assist with the maintenance of the Moonguard’s gear. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Daggers [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Swords [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Axes [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Spears [0/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Arrowheads [0/X] *** 
 
    *** NOTE: This quest can be ended at any time. Rewards are commensurate with your contribution. *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, currency, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
      
 
    I made my way from the barracks to the crafting area, waving to Dvellin who was back at the leatherworker’s table working his way through another pile of ragged leather gear. 
 
    He raised a bushy eyebrow and patted the table next to him with a smirk, but I waved him off and pointed over to the Bladesmith’s area. He shrugged in reply and went back to his work, under the watchful eye of Gil. 
 
    Another moon elf who could have been Gil’s twin motioned me over to a small workbench set close to the forge. “Here to assist in the war effort, Adventurer?” he asked with a hopeful expression. When I nodded, he smiled and escorted me to a stone grinding wheel setup nearby. 
 
    “This will be your station,” he said and gestured to the wheel. “I take it you are versed in the basics of weaponsmithing?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “I definitely know the basics.” 
 
    “Good,” he said and grabbed a crate of dull looking blades from the ground nearby and placed them in front of the wheel. “Here’s something to get you started.” 
 
    He gestured towards a large barrel sitting near the forge. “Throw anything that breaks or can’t be salvaged in the waste barrel,” he said with a frown. “Can’t salvage them all, but at least the metal might be salvaged for other tasks.” 
 
    “Where do I put finished blades?” I asked, looking around for a likely spot. 
 
    He shook his head. “One of the apprentices will come by and collect them every so often. Just keep the fixed stuff separate and they’ll handle it.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “All right. Time to get to work!” 
 
    He shook his head and muttered something about crazy adventurers as he headed off to help out another newcomer. 
 
    I’d taken Weaponsmith so I could maintain my weapons, but since I’d acquired the Sunspear I’d had no need. I still had the knowledge of how to do it, but I was out of practice. 
 
    Unlike the process of using a whetstone to put the edge back on the blade, the grinding wheel was a bit more… gamey, and required a mixture of both rhythm and manual dexterity. 
 
    You’d think that the best way to grind an edge onto a blade would be to get the wheel up to a constant speed and then grind away. Logical right?  
 
    The devs had other ideas. As the wheel turned faster the wheel changed colors, shifting from a dark red to a brilliant green, and when I selected a blade to sharpen, it changed colors as well. It took me a few botched arrowheads before I figured out the full mechanic, but once it clicked things started to go smoothly.  
 
    In order to “sharpen” the piece, I had to match the color of the blade to the color of the wheel and hold it there. Once the colors matched up, it only took a minute or so to finish the process. At least for the small arrowheads.  
 
    Longer blades were more complicated. The colors shifted up and down the spectrum seemingly at random, requiring the smith to constantly adjust the wheel speed to match. And to make matters worse, taking the blade off of the wheel during the process reset the timer. The blade had to be in contact with the grinding surface for the entire time. 
 
    It got a little easier as I went along. My failures were fewer at least, and even though it was a pain in the ass mechanic, it was oddly cathartic. 
 
    Halfway through a small stack of arrowheads, I almost lost an eye when a system pop-up distracted me at a critical moment. I lost my grip on the piece I was working on and the wheel sent it flying, barely missing my head. 
 
    *** Your friend Mika has entered the game! *** 
 
      
 
    I retrieved the projectile, prying it out of the trunk of a nearby tree, and tossed it back on the TBD pile while I popped open the messaging interface and sent a message to the dýrafólk. 
 
    >>>Me: Hey man. How’s it going? 
 
    >>>Mika: Hey! Is it safe to crawl out of my hole yet? Barely got away when the guards grabbed you guys. 
 
      
 
    I grimaced and replied 
 
    >>>Me: Yeah. Bit of a misunderstanding between us and Captain Faellwyndyr. It’s all done now. No need to hide. Don’t think he would have sent the goons after you anyway. 
 
    >>>Mika: We were in a party so I didn’t want to chance it. Had to logout for a bit anyway to handle some IRL stuff. Anything I should know? 
 
    >>>Me: I’m grinding reputation right now, so if you wanna meet me at the Bladesmith’s Cabal I’d be happy to fill you in.  
 
      
 
    There was a bit of a pause as he considered a reply. 
 
    >>>Mika: Yeah. I’ll head that way. Going to do some shopping. See if I can find some upgrades and replenish my poisons. Maybe pick up a quest or two as well. 
 
      
 
    I opened the chat to warn him about the situation with the Argent Moon but decided to wait until I could tell him face to face. 
 
    >>>Me: Sounds good. I’ll be here for a while.  
 
      
 
    After another twenty or so minutes of grinding I had to call it quits. My digital back had reached its limit. And just in time too. 
 
    *** Your friend Kjara has entered the game! *** 
 
    *** Kjara has invited you to form a party! Accept? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    I smiled and accepted. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Good morning! 
 
    >>>Me: Morning, beautiful! Have a good night?  
 
    >>>Kjara: While my bed is a lot comfier than a straw mattress or a military cot, I did miss your company. But I did find out some juicy info on our Argent friends. 
 
      
 
    I grinned, looking forward to hearing whatever she’d dug up. 
 
      
 
    >>>Me: Oh? Do tell. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Let's meet up. Can you get to the temple yet? 
 
      
 
    Looking at the piles of sharpened arrowheads, daggers, and spearheads I’d spent the last couple hours sharpening, I replied. 
 
    >>>Me: Hope so. Just gotta turn in this quest and I should hit Friendly with two of the factions at least. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Perfect! Meet me at the temple then? 
 
      
 
    I nodded and carted my work over to the delivery point when I remembered Mika. 
 
    >>>Me: Hey! Mika’s online too. He’s supposed to be meeting me here, but I think he got lost shopping or something. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Oh Ok! One sec. 
 
      
 
    *** Mika has joined your party! *** 
 
      
 
    >>>Mika: Hey, Kjara. Kheph. I’m just finishing up a few quick… errands, then I’ll be right there. 
 
    >>>Me: Errands? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Change of plans. Meeting at the temple? You Friendly with the Vale factions Mika? 
 
    >>>Mika: Uhmmm…. Let me check… 
 
    >>>Mika: Hah, just ticked over to Friendly.  
 
    >>>Me: How? You’ve been offline forever? 
 
    >>>Mika: Dýrafólk start with a bonus to elven rep. Tied to nature and all that. Plus I did some delivery quests. This shopkeeper guy asked me to deliver a package to this other guy, and then he had a package, yadda, yadda. These shopkeepers really like sending packages. Each one gave rep, and I wanted to check out the shops anyway so it was a win-win. *shrug*. 
 
      
 
    The NPCs looked at me strangely when I started cursing angrily. I was sure that the crafting part would have been faster than social quests, but apparently not. 
 
    >>>Me: Fine… Oh! Mika, you have any clue how to join the battleground where we attack the portals? We need to close them.  
 
    >>>Mika: Nope. No clue. 
 
    >>>Me: Ah well. See you at the temple. 
 
      
 
    With that, I placed the last of the finished blades on the counter and ended the quest. 
 
    *** Quest Complete: Sharp Enough to Shave! *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Daggers [8/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Spears [4/X] *** 
 
    *** Sharpen Moonguard Arrowheads [40/X] *** 
 
    *** You have gained 160xp! *** 
 
    *** You have been awarded 36 gold pieces and 20 silver pieces. *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! Neutral �� Friendly*** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! Neutral �� Friendly *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Weaponsmith! Rank 4 Achieved!  *** 
 
      
 
    The elven smith gave me a warm smile as I took my leave. “Good luck, Adventurer. Please come back to see us if you have any need of our services or would like to assist with the war efforts again.” 
 
    I returned the smile and headed to the Temple District, receiving a nod of acceptance from the guards instead of the business end of their weapons. 
 
    ***
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    Unlike the rest of the war camp, the Temple District was full of permanent looking buildings. Elaborate wooden structures were built into, or possibly grown in the branches of the giant, redwood sized trees.  
 
    Narrow walkways spiraled upwards to a network of interconnected bridges that granted access to the treetop structures. It was beautiful. 
 
    I asked one of the guards for directions to the temple and was directed towards a massive structure supported by at least three of the massive trees. 
 
    As I got closer, I spotted Kjara standing near the entrance talking to another familiar face: Cynnedwyn.  
 
    She spotted me and whispered something to Kjara that made her blush a deep crimson, cackling at her reaction and then giving me a double thumbs up, causing Kjara to blush even more when she spotted my approach. 
 
    “Hey there,” I said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    She leaned into me while Cynnedwyn chuckled. “So, your lady here tells me you’re on a mission.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I just finished slaving away at the Weaponsmith’s Cabal and got the last bit of rep I needed to get in here.” 
 
    The druidess shook her head. “Well that was a shitty choice. They capped the rep you can get from those since they let you up your skills too.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I said with a grimace, “seems I should have spent the time playing delivery boy.” 
 
    She snorted. “Nah. The real rep’s in the other quests. If those douche canoe Argent pricks weren’t hogging them up. Or the battlegrounds. They haven’t figured out a way to cockblock the rest of us out of those yet.” 
 
    Kjara laughed. “Speaking of the Argent Moon, I’ve got quite a tale for you.” 
 
    The druidess sniffed derisively. “Bunch of toolbags, the lot of them. One day they’ll get their comeuppance.” 
 
    “The battlegrounds are pretty good. Great xp and rep, too,” I said and then frowned. “Although I wasn’t too fond of the call to arms just as I was falling asleep. Stupid mandatory participation.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn shook her head. “Bah. It’s not mandatory, but not showing up will get you a solid kick in the reputation twig and berries. Kick’s harder if you miss two in a row. Just log out before the timer’s up and come back on after the battle starts and you’re all good.” 
 
    Kjara and I shared a look, not wanting to share my situation with crazy grandma. “Good to know,” Kjara said. “The battlegrounds are probably the best we’ll be able to do xp wise… at least until they deal with the quest hogging issue. Still need to figure out how to close those portals, too.” 
 
    The older moon elf got a faraway look in her eyes for a few seconds and then grinned like the Cheshire cat. “You’re about to have a chance. We’re about to take the fishies to pound town, so lube up ‘cause this time we’re gunna give it to them good.” 
 
    “What’s this about pound town?” Mika said as he faded into view. 
 
    Cynnedwyn jumped and swatted at the dýrafólk. “Give a lady some warning!” she scolded. “My heart is good for stamina, but Mickey Mouse appearing at crotch level gives me flashbacks to Disney back in the eighties, and a woman of my age can only handle so much.” 
 
    Mika’s eyes popped wide as she gave him a wicked grin. “Care to find out?” 
 
    This time it was my turn to laugh as the rogue sputtered and looked down at his feet, much to the amusement of us all.  
 
    Cynnedwyn shook her head. “Kids these days. So easy,” she said and moved past us. “You’ve got about ten minutes before the call goes out, so logout now if you don’t have the stones.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said and Kjara and Mika quickly voiced their own intentions. 
 
    The druidess waved dismissively and continued on her way. “Good luck. You’re going to need it if you think the cockblockers are going to let you close all the portals.” 
 
    Mika turned to us. “That lady is mental. I’m almost glad she bit it before we killed that lopholith. Can you imagine listening to her for the entire trip to the Vale?” 
 
    Kjara grinned. “Now that would have been an interesting trip but would probably have saved us a trip to the clink.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I said with a nod. “So… looks like we’re going on a raid? Do you guys need to do anything to prep?” 
 
    Mika shook his head. “Nope. Got all my shopping done before I came here.” 
 
    “I’m good,” Kjara replied. “But before we go, I really need to tell you what I found about the Argent Moon guild and what’s going on in this zone.” 
 
    “Lay it on me,” I said. “If they’re going to throw the match I wanna know why.” 
 
    “Yeah…” she said, and then went through everything she’d been able to dig up. 
 
    According to the word on the street, or the forums in this case, the Argent Moon was in the Vale of Dreams war camp following some class quest for their guild leader when the portals opened up and the battlegrounds started. They got sucked into the first battleground instance, and the xp was so good they decided to set up shop and make the zone their home turf.  
 
    There were rumors of collusion between the Argent Moon and a second guild, appropriately named the Dark Tide who had sided with the Kchil forces. They had some kind of deal where neither side would complete their faction quests because it was almost guaranteed to screw up the xp farm that was the battlegrounds. 
 
    Of course there was no proof, and the feature had only been in existence since the expansion dropped, so there wasn’t a lot of data to draw on. 
 
    What could be proven was their complete monopoly of the area’s content. The forums were full of complaints about the guild’s conduct regarding the jobs board, and their exploitation of their maxed reputation with the faction to get away with pretty much whatever they wanted to.  
 
    The NPCs, while coded to act like real people, had a reputation system to deal with and thus their acceptance of some of the group’s antics was way out there. Hard to convince a magistrate that you’d been victimized when the system pushed the NPCs to act like the accused was a hero of the realm, regardless of the evidence provided.  
 
    It was a lot to take in. “I put in a bug report about the quest bogarting,” I said. “Hopefully the devs will get on that. At least they can’t gatekeep the infinite quests, and from Mika’s adventures it looks like the NPC generated paper routes are still an option, too. But damn, man. That’s some shady shit.” 
 
    Mika nodded. “Normal folks can’t even shank ‘em without the guards getting involved.” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “Well at least they can’t mess with our mission. From what I’ve been able to tell no one can get into the Barrows yet. There’s quite a bitch fest on the forums about that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Even with their crazy rep, the Argent Moon’s been denied access to the dungeon. Thread didn’t say why, but access is probably quest locked.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said and gestured towards the lake. “That actually makes sense. If our quest requires the closing of the portals…” 
 
    “… then theirs’ probably does too,” she finished with a grin. 
 
    Mika grunted. “So once we pop the portals we’ll have to worry about them popping the dungeon first?” 
 
    “We should have at least a bit of a head start,” I said with a grimace. “No clue how far along they are on the quest that’ll get them in, even if the portals are down.” 
 
    “Ah. That reminds me,” Kjara said and shared the updated quest with Mika.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “So… How are we supposed to raid the fishmen? Aren’t they under the lake?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No clue. I’m sure there’s a mechanic.” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “As long as I don’t have to make out with a mermaid or anything.” 
 
    We both looked at her strangely. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Mermaids? Their kiss lets you breathe underwater?” she said while we looked at her with blank expressions. “Wow. Guess there are some things you don’t know, eh Kheph?” 
 
    “What can I say,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m a busy man. Don’t have time to learn about the shape of water and other wierdo fish fantasies.” 
 
    Mika turned his confused gaze to me.  
 
    I said, “It was a movie about a fish guy and… You know what. Never mind. Let’s head to the staging area.” 
 
    *** 
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    When we arrived at the mustering area, it was empty except for a few scattered NPC soldiers. We’d beaten the rush. Even the Vale forces hadn’t started their mobilization yet. 
 
    We filled Mika in on the mechanics of the battleground from the defender’s side. If it was anything like the MMOs of old, the mechanics should be similar, if not identical for both sides. 
 
    “So, we’ll have NPCs or something on our side?” Mika asked once we finished. 
 
    I looked to Kjara and she shrugged. “No clue,” she said. “From what I’ve heard our side has a pool of resources to pull on when we make these attacks. A basic force plus any additional troopers secured through quests and the like.” 
 
    I grunted. “Probably quests the Moonies have been hoarding, so who knows if Cyn and whoever’s leading this one can use ‘em.” 
 
    Mika shrugged. “If the xp is as good as you say then I don’t care as long as there are some fish men to kill. And if we can close all the portals, then that’s just gravy.” 
 
    “Closing the portals is the entire point. Xp we can get anywhere, but in order to get into the dungeon for the big mamajama quest we need to kick the fishies to the curb.” 
 
    Mika shrugged. “We’ll get there eventually. For this run I just hope we end up with a good group.” 
 
    I nodded. “Man, I hope I don’t get stuck as the healer again.” 
 
    Kjara laughed and patted me on the head. “It’s okay, James. We all know you’d rather be DPS.” 
 
    “You should be the healer,” Mika said with a serious look. 
 
    I gasped in mock hurt. “Why would you say such a thing? I thought we were friends!” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Think about it for a second. Where are we going to be fighting?” 
 
    “Uhm… The Moonwell?”  
 
    He nodded. “Under the water?” 
 
     “Yes? What’s your point?” 
 
    “Gah!” he said and threw his hands up. “What’s a major component of all your offensive spells, Kheph? 
 
    “Depends on which. Sunstrike does holy fir… Oh,” I said as it finally clicked. All of my offensive spells were fire based. Relying on fire spells underwater would be like relying on the extended warranty you got from a telemarketer.  
 
    “Exactly!” he said with a satisfied grin. “While I’m all about you flinging hellfire-“ 
 
    “Holy fire,” I interrupted. 
 
    “Holy fire,” he said and then continued, “and whatever around and poking people with your stick, it’s probably not a good fit if we’re underwater.” 
 
    I grumbled a bit but had to concede the point. My spear would probably be a good weapon for underwater combat, but my DPS was nowhere close to what Kjara or Mika could pull off, and there were bound to be more DPS looking for a party than healers. 
 
    Resigned to my probably role, I flashed Kjara a grin and said, “You might need to tank.” 
 
    She shrugged. “They can assign me tank if they want. Amenhotep can handle most of the aggro stuff that I can’t.” 
 
    I winced. “Uh… Yeah… About that.” 
 
    She looked at me and narrowed her eyes. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Well…” I said and then looked away and mumbled the rest under my breath. 
 
    “What was that?” she said. “Did I hear you say you want me to call your mother and ask to see pictures from when you were a baby?” 
 
    “What?” I said, eyes snapping up to meet hers. “Uh, no… I was just saying that… well… Amenhotep won’t be joining us for a bit.” 
 
    Kjara moved closer, valiantly attempting to maintain her straight face. The hints of a smile trying to break through her scowl while her eyes demanded an explanation. 
 
    “Well. You see,” I said with an innocent smile. “I took one of the patrol quests this morning before you were on and ended up in a spider infested section of the woods.” 
 
    Mika snickered. “You got eaten, didn’t you? Some spider queen feast on some tasty Kheph flesh?” 
 
    I looked over at him and started to agree with that version of things but a look back at Kjara’s face made me rethink my position. It was a stupid little detail, but I didn’t want to lie to her about anything. Even my own idiocy. 
 
    “No,” I said with a shrug. “Amenhotep and I cleared out the spiders. It was a tough fight, but we made it.” 
 
    “So how did you die?” Kjara said. “And what killed Amenhotep?” 
 
    “Technically... I did.”  
 
    “What!?” Mika and Kara both exclaimed. 
 
    “It wasn’t on purpose!” I said, raising my hands. “After we killed the spider queen, there was a nest full of eggs and the game gave me a timed quest to destroy them all.” 
 
    Kjara nodded. “And?” 
 
    “I tossed in a Flamestrike. And Boom.” 
 
    Mika made an explosive gesture with his hands. “Boom,” he said and then started laughing. 
 
    “Boom?” Kjara asked. 
 
    I flashed an innocent smile and shrugged. “Turns out spider webbing is super flammable, and the entire clearing was full of the stuff. Fiery spell plus massive quantities of webs equal dead party.” 
 
    Kjara just stood there for a minute and then started cracking up, joining Mika in his mirth. 
 
    I tried to ignore their amusement at my fate and muttered, “At least I completed the quest,” but that just seemed to fuel their mirth. 
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – DEPTH CHARGE – BATTLEGROUND *** 
 
    *** ALERT! A Call to arms has been issued by the Eldyrwood Grove! You have all been summoned to drive back the invaders and destroy their cursed portals! *** 
 
    *** CRITERIA: *** 
 
    *** - Breach the enemy defenses [0/1] *** 
 
    *** - Defeat the Kchil defenders [0/X] *** 
 
    *** REWARDS: xp, Battlegrounds Medals, Reputation with the Moonguard, Reputation with the Elves of the Vale *** 
 
    *** REFUSAL: Loss of Reputation with the Moonguard, Loss of Reputation with the Elves of the Vale, Loss of access to the Barracks *** 
 
    *** NOTE – REWARDS WILL BE GRANTED FOR PARTIAL COMPLETION OF OBJECTIVES *** 
 
    *** Accept the Call? (Y/N) *** 
 
      
 
    The system announcement seemed to quell most of their amusement, but Kjara still had a giant smile plastered to her face when she looked at me. I shot her a fake pout, earning me a quick kiss and a smile. 
 
    *** Your party leader has accepted the call! *** 
 
    *** Report to the nearest rallying point and await further instructions! *** 
 
    *** NOTE: Incomplete parties will be combined prior to objective assignment. *** 
 
    *** Time until battle – 09:59 *** 
 
      
 
    People started spilling into the area from the rest of the Vale, eager expressions on their faces. I spotted Key, the gnome Illuminator from our first battleground across the way and waved. She waved back and then turned her attention back to her current party. 
 
    “So, they’ll fill out our group from the solos?” Mika asked, glancing around. “Wouldn’t it be easier if we formed our own full party? Less chance of getting stuck with someone who doesn’t know what they are doing?” 
 
    “Logically, yes,” I replied with a laugh, “but do you know anyone we could invite? Should I go see if Faebio and crazy grandma want to party? That’d be rich.” 
 
    He shook his head and gestured off towards where Key was still chatting with the gnome brigade. “What about the gnome you were waving to over there? With all that white it would be hard to lose her.” 
 
    Kjara looked over to where he was gesturing. “Oh! Hey Key,” she called out, earning a distracted wave in return. Her eyes zoned out for a second before she continued, “No dice. She’s already in a group.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Ah well. RNGesus hasn’t steered me wrong yet,” I said, earning a strange look from the pair. “What? You’ve never heard that one before? I just remembered the saying from a book I read about a dude who got to be a dungeon core in a VR game. It was full of hilarious stuff.” 
 
    Kjara kissed me gently on the cheek and then patted it. “You’re lucky you’re so cute,” earning a groan from our dýrafólk third wheel. 
 
    *** Derg Dergson has been added to your party. *** 
 
    *** Obie Wan has been added to your party. *** 
 
    *** Your party is now full. *** 
 
    *** Your party has been added to the Vengeful Talon Warhost *** 
 
      
 
    *** Assessing Party Composition……… Complete. *** 
 
    *** Kjara Mistwalker has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Mika Musa has been assigned the role of Scout. *** 
 
    *** Derg Dergson has been assigned the role of Tank. *** 
 
    *** Obie Wan has been assigned the role of DPS. *** 
 
    *** Kheph Sa’tep has been assigned the role of Healer. *** 
 
    *** Notifications set to default for the healer role. *** 
 
      
 
    “As expected,” I said with a sigh as party chat started to scroll. 
 
    >>>Derg: Well, well, well. If it isn’t Mr. I-Can-DPS. 
 
    >>>Me: Sup Derg. How’s the skull collection coming along? 
 
    >>>Mika: Hello all. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Hey Derg! 
 
    >>>Obie: Hello everyone. 
 
    >>>Derg: Lots of skulls taken. You guys ready to go on the offense? 
 
    >>>Me: Hell yeah! 
 
    >>>Mika: Yup 
 
    >>>Obie: Always. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Yeap! 
 
      
 
    I looked around the clearing, trying to spot any of our new teammates but was unsuccessful. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Is there a place we can meet up when they port us in? 
 
    >>>Derg: Your mom? 
 
    >>>Obie: That’s certainly uncalled for. 
 
    >>>Me: Apparently it’s his thing. Seriously though? 
 
    >>>Derg: Hell if I know. 
 
    >>>Me: What do you mean? Where did you meet up last time? 
 
    >>>Mika: Is there a rally point or something? 
 
    >>>Derg: I don’t know. I said I knew there was an attack side of the BG, I never said I did it. 
 
    >>>Mike: ah. 
 
    >>>Obie: I have done this before. Worry not, we’ll all be teleported to the same ritual site. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Whew, thought we were going to be fumbling around in the dark for a bit there. 
 
    >>>Obie: Well, it will be dark. I can provide a light if needed. 
 
      
 
    The three of us at the muster site shared a look and Mika hung his head and sighed. “This should be fun.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kjara asked.  
 
    Mika looked up and grimaced. “Notice how General Kenobi’s talking? I think he’s a roleplayer. But why the hell he’d be roleplaying a Jedi in a fantasy game is beyond me.” 
 
    I looked at the party menu again and groaned. I must be losing it, I thought. I missed the damn name joke once again. 
 
    >>>Derg: I could use a light, at least until the blood starts flowing. I’ve got a skill but need to build up my pool first. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Kheph and I are good. 
 
    >>>Mika: Dark isn’t a problem. 
 
    >>>Obie: Alright. I will provide light for our friend Derg until he no longer needs it. The light of the Force will guide his way. 
 
      
 
    All three of us groaned at that, and I resolved to do as little talking as possible with the new guy. Don’t get me wrong, a little roleplay now and then is a great thing, but even though Sosaku Online was a Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game, the RP part wasn’t something I was looking to focus on. 
 
    *** ONE MINUTE WARNING! *** 
 
    >>>Obie: Wait before casting any enhancements, the ritual to allow us to breathe underwater takes some time and it would be prudent to wait and get the most out of our abilities. 
 
    >>>Derg: Uhm. Yeah. Sure thing… 
 
      
 
    The timer hit zero and we teleported to the shores of the Moonwell. There were moon eleven spearmen lined up in ranks, watching the waterline for any unwelcome guests.  
 
    Mixed into the rank and file were elves dressed in ornate armor and robes in several varieties. Some wore long purple robes with arcane sigils covering the trim while a second set wore robes of midnight blue with mantles that looked like a full moon.  
 
    The third set wore robes of a dark greenish-brown under a mixture of furs and bones. Probably druids or something. 
 
    Across from the NPC forces were what could only be players. The sheer hodge-podge and mishmash of various races and styles making their status obvious. 
 
    I spotted Derg towering over the crowd and beckoned for Kjara and Mika to follow as I led the way to the massive krek. The Skulltaker saw us coming and nodded in greeting before looking subtly to the side and barely nodding his head to bring my attention to the man standing next to him. 
 
    I followed his gesture and froze. He’d really done it…. I felt like a tween girl failing math class. I couldn’t even. 
 
    Kjara and Mika were likewise stunned as they took in our fifth party member: Obie Wan, a human male with long brown hair and a beard, dressed in brown robes that opened at the front to reveal an off-white linen shirt and pants underneath. All that was missing was the lightsaber. 
 
    I had to give him credit though. Dude had nailed the Ewan McGregor version of the Jedi from the prequels. 
 
    He saw us staring and a knowing grin split his face for a second before he slipped back into his role. “Greetings. It is good to finally meet you in the flesh.”  
 
    “Uhm. Yeah,” I said, looking around. “So where’s this water breathing ritual?” 
 
    “In time,” he said, looking to the water. “Once the merfolk get here, it will begin.” 
 
    Derg tilted his head to the side in thought and looked over at the man. “Merfolk? I don’t have to kiss a fish lady do I?” 
 
    I looked to Kjara, “Is kissing mermaids for water breathing really a thing?” 
 
    Mika just laughed and walked towards the water, leaving us to deal with the “Jedi” ourselves. I took the opportunity to use Analyze on my new companions and see what I had to work with. 
 
    ***<Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Derg Dergson, Krek Warrior [Skulltaker], Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Calm Before the Storm *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Mental Attacks *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    ***<Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Obie Wan, Karillian Mage [Mentalist], Level 17 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Focused, Iron Will, Mind’s Eye *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Piercing, Slashing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Wisdom, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    I looked into the Karillian’s knowing eyes. “So… what’s a Mentalist do?” 
 
    His smile grew a tiny bit and he replied, “I am a master of the ways of the Force, of course.” 
 
    I sighed and gave in, putting on my roleplay hat for a bit to see if it would at least move things forward. “My people know not of the Force of which you speak. Is it a gift of Karillian gods, this Force?” 
 
    Kjara gave me a strange look, but Obie’s face seemed to light up. “The Force is in all things, friend Saa. Some call it magic, but we of the Order know that it is simply a thing that is. With it I can influence my enemies, cloud their sight or even take brief control of their will.” 
 
    I nodded along as I mentally sent a private message to Kjara. 
 
    >>>Me: Ok, so he’s some sort of CC class? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Maybe? 
 
      
 
    He continued, “Or I can focus the Force into powerful strikes to defeat my foes.” 
 
    >>>Kjara: Ok, that explains the DPS role. 
 
      
 
    “And if I am beset by my enemies, I can channel the Force to enhance my own defenses or…” he said and extended a hand. A second later a blade of solid blue energy materialized. 
 
    Dude had a lightsaber. How the hell did he have a lightsaber. 
 
    “… strike them down with the weapon of my order,” he continued with a smile. “An elegant weapon, for a more civilized age.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Kjara said as she did her best to keep a straight face. “I need to talk to Mika for a second.” 
 
    I nodded and looked back at the Mentalist. “I see… Will you be fighting the foe at the front with Derg and Kjara, or shooting your Force bolts from the back?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I can do either, but since it seems we have two who are more suited to be at the front, I will stay at the back.” 
 
    Derg just looked at us both and shook his head. “Just keep us alive, Kheph,” he said and gestured towards the water. “The merfolk are here.” 
 
    Obie clapped his hands. “Good. Now let’s gather with the rest and see what our assignment will be today,” he said and walked away. Derg and I shared an amused glance and then followed. 
 
    I scanned the crowd, estimating that there were about fifty or so players altogether. Most of the group was standing together, but there was a significant chunk of our team standing off to the side in their own private gathering, decked out in Argent Moon tabards. 
 
    The merfolk emerged fully from the Moonwell and gathered round. I watched closely, a bit confused when they walked out of the water on two legs. I was expecting seashell bikinis and fish tails, but instead the merfolk looked more like sea elves, or naiads. 
 
    Both the men and women were lithe, with pale blue or green scales and vibrantly colored hair framing their large eyes. They had long, pointed ears like their land-based cousins, and webbing between their fingers and toes. 
 
    Gossamer clothing clung wetly to their bodies, doing the absolute minimum in terms of covering the R rated bits, while at the same time fully showcasing their exotic beauty.  
 
    Derg was staring at one of the women as she glided by, earning himself an elbow to the ribs from a Nordic looking woman standing next to him.  
 
    He flashed her a tusky grin, and she just snorted and shook her head before turning away. He spotted me watching and shrugged. “What man. Boobnosis is a real thing, you know.” 
 
    Kjara snorted. “True. But you have to work on your subtlety.” 
 
    I looked at her and she flashed me a wicked grin. “The art team is on point.” 
 
    The merfolk reached their positions and started to sing a haunting song, reminiscent of the recordings of whales I’d heard on the nature channel when I was younger. It was enchanting. 
 
    Blue wisps of energy emerged from the merfolks’ mouths and danced around the clearing, snaking its way through the gathered adventurers.  
 
    A tendril of mist wrapped itself around me and flowed into my mouth and nose, bringing with it a cool, moist feeling. 
 
    *** You have received the Kiss of the Merfolk. For the next hour you will be able to breathe and move freely underwater. ***  
 
      
 
    Mika and Kjara started laughing as I sighed. Of course, it was a mermaid kissing reference. 
 
    Their song complete, the merfolk moved back into the water without any further ceremony and the quests came rolling in. 
 
    *** You have been assigned to Strike Force Gamma. *** 
 
    *** Objectives Updated: *** 
 
    *** - Assault Deep-Gate Alpha [0/1] *** 
 
    *** - Destroy your assigned Deep-gate [0/1] *** 
 
    *** THE ATTACK WILL COMMENCE IN 10:00 *** 
 
      
 
    A glowing beacon appeared on my map and a pillar of light shot down from the sky to the northwest, disappearing into the water. 
 
    Obie walked over and bowed again. “We have our mission, and the Force has shown us the way. Let us head out to meet with our troops.” 
 
    Derg grunted. “And how do we do that? Shouldn’t there be some sort of tutorial or something?” 
 
    I shrugged, confused by the lack as well and opened up the bug form to report just that while we followed the Mentalist. 
 
    Obie chuckled, “Ah young padawan, you have me to show you the way. Were I not here, the system would have provided you with a holocron to guide you, but it would be a poor substitution for the teachings of a Master such as myself.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It’s only for the battleground. It’ll all be over soon, I thought to myself. 
 
    The rest of the party just looked resigned and nodded as they followed along. 
 
    *** 
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    Obie led the way to the shore, walking into the water as if it wasn’t there. His head disappeared beneath the surface with not even a ripple on the Moonwell’s surface. 
 
    I shared a look with Kjara and we followed, stepping into the water. I could feel the cool liquid against my skin. It was actually kind of refreshing until it reached crotch height.  
 
    With a shiver I pushed past the discomfort and into the water, unconsciously holding my breath as I fully submerged my head. 
 
    Other than the cold it felt no different from the air above and I unconsciously took a breath before I realized what I was doing. The water/air flowed into my lungs and back out with no issues whatsoever, and other than the drop in temperature I was perfectly fine. 
 
    I turned to see how Kjara was doing but she wasn’t there. She was still back in the shallows, barely up to her knees. 
 
    I headed back, and when my eyes broke the surface, I could see that something was wrong. She was all tensed up, and there was a look of fear in her eyes as she stared off over the water. 
 
    She didn’t even notice me until I was right next to her and reached out to take her hand. She jumped, startled and blinked at me for a second before coming back to the present with a small smile. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, squeezing her hand gently. 
 
    She grimaced and stepped close, pressing herself against me with her head resting on my chest. “I will be,” she said as she pulled away. “Thought I was over my whole experience falling through the geometry here, but I guess not.” 
 
    I held her hand tightly and replied with a grin, “I’ve got you.” 
 
    She nodded and kissed my cheek as we walked together into the water, eventually catching up with the rest of the party. 
 
    It was a very strange experience, being underwater while still being able to move and breathe freely. The fish and other creatures of the lake seemed confused by our presence, swimming away as soon as we came close, leaving bubble trails in their wake. 
 
    Obie, Mika and Derg had taken up position at the top of a large stone outcropping. I climbed up to join them and offered a hand to assist Kjara but she just chuckled and leapt up, easily beating me to the top.  
 
    When I completed the climb, I saw what had everyone so fixated. About a hundred yards out was a wall grown from some sort of coral similar to the wooden barrier that protected the towers on the surface, complete with a gate made of a similar substance hanging broken from its hinges. 
 
    Elven corpses littered the ground between us and the wall with the highest concentration at the gate. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said and looked to Obie. “They started without us?” 
 
    He looked at me calmly. “Of course. The elven forces departed well ahead of us to prepare the way. As you can see, they have done a fine job of breaching the wall. Their sacrifice will make our own mission that much easier.” 
 
    Formed up on the sand below was a squad of elven infantry, armed with swords and shields. Each of the infantry also carried large breaching axes strapped to their back.  
 
    A trio of lightly armored rangers wielding longbows stood off to the side, near an elven druid clad in leathers and furs. It wasn’t quite the horde of skreel the enemy got to send against us, but our side of things seemed to prefer the quality over quantity approach. 
 
    “What now?” I asked, looking expectantly at the Mentalist. 
 
    “Now, my young padawan, we wait for the signal.” He said, gesturing to the troops below. “The elven forces will act as our vanguard and allow us to get through the walls without suffering the full wrath of the enemy.” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “I’d rather have had the option to choose how to use our troops, but I guess some things are hard coded for balance reasons.” 
 
    Mika chuckled. “Eh. Just tell me who to stab.” 
 
    “Hah,” Derg said with a snort. “I like this little guy. Let’s get buffing. Time’s a ticking.” 
 
    I cast Jackal’s Tooth and Aset’s Mantle on everyone while Mika smeared a green substance on his blades. Obie cast a spell named Clarity on the party that gave us all a bonus to mana and endurance regeneration, and renewed the light spell floating over Derg’s head. 
 
    Kjara, Mika, and I partook of my latest batch of tender vittles while Derg and Obie broke into their own stores. 
 
    While we chowed down, Derg took out a trio of skulls from his pack and chanted something under his breath. A glow the color of bright blood surrounded the skulls, and they took flight, orbiting the krek.  
 
    Ah crap, I thought as I looked at the skulls and wondered if I was going to have to shank a bitch.  
 
    *** Lore (Necromancy) check successful! *** 
 
      
 
    Luckily for us both – mostly me – it wasn’t necromantic in the slightest. Just a particular bit of flair for his Skulltaker class. 
 
    “That’s new.” I said, gesturing to the skulls. 
 
    Derg grunted. “Not new, just something I don’t always use. Gotta have the skulls to do it, and those don’t come that easy. Even though I am jacked. Sometimes I forgot to use ‘em ‘til after the fight too.” 
 
    “Ah fuck,” I said with a sigh, hanging my head. “I suck at remembering all my skills too.” 
 
    Everyone looked at me with questions in their eyes and I shrugged, taking a deep breath and calling on another class ability I’d forgotten for far too long. 
 
    I raised my voice and called out over the battlefield, hoping the area of effect would reach the elven troops waiting for their turn to attack. “Sobek! Crocodile God of the Saa’eth! Fierce Protector, lend us your power as we drive these invaders from our shores! Grant us the strength to show those who would side with the Devourer your fury!” 
 
    I poured the last of my divine favor into the prayer and waited for the god’s answer. 
 
    Less than a second later a wave of golden light burst out from me, expanding to cover my party and our entire NPC force. 
 
    *** You have invoked the blessing of Sobek, God of the Saa’eth on your allies! *** 
 
    *** Blessing of Sobek: minor bonus to damage, minor bonus go attack speed, bonus to magic resistance, small bonus to armor. *** 
 
    ***Duration: 1 hour. *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you telling me you could have done that the entire time we were in the dungeon?” Mika asked, staring at me with an unreadable expression. 
 
    I grinned sheepishly. “Yeah… I mean, it costs divine favor to make it really good, but I could have done a generic blessing for a small buff. Also, I get the feeling overusing it would be frowned upon. I mean, if I were a god I’d get pretty tired of people constantly asking me for favors.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, he walked away, muttering to himself, just as a flare from up above announced the start of our assault. 
 
    *** THE BATTLE HAS BEGUN! *** 
 
      
 
    The druid raised a hand towards the remains of the gate and a field of tangling vines burst from the sand, filling the gateway and sending the corpses there floating through the water with faint trails of red blood streaming behind. Seems the mermaid’s kiss didn’t last past death. 
 
    “Attack!” the druid yelled, and the elven infantry charged towards the opening. The rangers followed close behind, their bows raised to pick off any enemies that braved the field of vines. 
 
    Derg bellowed a war cry and charged. I followed on his heels, my eyes scanning the top of the wall for the enemy while Obie trailed behind. 
 
    Mika dropped into stealth and vanished, heading off to infiltrate the enemy ranks while Kjara headed over to join the Rangers. 
 
    The elven vanguard was almost to the gate when a figure rose atop the walls and unleased a wave of sickly green energy that rotted the flesh off of their bones and left large, puss-filled blisters behind. 
 
    The druid called out, “Necromancer!” and sent a wave of forest green energy to counter the enemy magic before it could claim any more victims. 
 
    Another caster appeared on the wall opposite the necromancer; a woman clad from head to toe in midnight blue. Her head was tightly wrapped in cloth of the same color, and the only things not covered were a pair of bone white, pupilless eyes staring down at the elven troops as she raised a sphere of darkness to throw. 
 
    Before she could launch her ball of evil, Kjara and the rangers opened fire. Four arrows hit in rapid succession. The first two were deflected by some kind of shielding, but the third and fourth punched through. 
 
    “Take that!” Kjara yelled from her position behind me as the enemy dropped her ball of death and clenched at the arrows in her chest. I couldn’t make out a health bar quite yet, but from the arrows’ placement they were definitely not something you could ignore. 
 
    The black sphere landed on the wall at her feet and exploded in a ball of black flame, launching the caster off of the back of the wall. The black fire burned away a large section of the vines beneath the gate, making the spell not a total loss for the enemy party. 
 
    From what I could tell from the state of the caster before she dropped out of sight, the dark fire hadn’t done much damage to her, but I didn’t envy her landing. 
 
    A second volley from the rangers was too late to catch the necromancer before they slipped back below the wall, but removing their ability to hit our troops with the ick while we approached was a success in my book. 
 
    The elves stormed the breach, passing through the remaining vines with no issue and clashing with the enemy on the far side of the wall. A bolt of necromantic power hit the elves from the side, leaping from one to the next like some sort of dark electricity, leaving death in its wake. 
 
    Derg rushed through the gate soon after, letting loose a chilling howl that sent shivers down my spine as he joined the melee against the enemy party. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Breach the enemy defenses [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    I reached the door and scanned the area, activating my Aura of the Underworld as I took in the scene. On the other side of the rapidly diminishing elven infantry, I could see glimpses of the enemy party and holy shitballs man, they were some creepy motherfuckers. 
 
    Standing in the center of their line was a giant of a man encased head to toe in armor made of thick ice wielding a pair of massive bearded axes. His eyes were glowing bright blue within his icy helm, illuminating a full red beard and a tattoo covered face.  
 
    Next to him was an Ai’qular dressed in tight fitting armor that looked like shark-hide. Her fishlike scales were a mixture of dark reds and purples, and instead of traditional weapons she wore a pair of bladed gloves that would have made both Edward Scissor hands and Freddy Krueger green with envy. She was most certainly the most disturbing tropical fish person I had ever seen. 
 
    On the far side of the line was a Njord with a greataxe carved with glowing runes and primitive looking armor. Large plates of rune-carved iron hung from his chainmail shirt, their glow forming a protective aura and illuminating the area with a soft, eerie light. 
 
    Obie took up position on the tower and started casting, creating large discs of force that he used as mobile shields to block the blows of the enemy melee troops, protecting the elves so they could concentrate on offense. 
 
    I gave him a nod of thanks and then used Analyze on the three enemy players I could see, hoping for some nice weak spots we could exploit. I started with the ice coated one. 
 
    *** Aarthas, Jotun Warrior [Ísriddari], Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 92%, MP: 46%, SP: 53% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Numb*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Frostwyrd, ????, ???? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire, Bludgeoning *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    Next, I scanned the Ai’qular. 
 
    *** Dori, Ai’qular Rogue [Wardancer], Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 62%, MP: 0%, SP: 21% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Bloodfrenzy *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Barracuda Step , ????, Blood for Blood *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Ice, Piercing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Dexterity, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    Last was the greataxe wielder. 
 
    *** Floki Godstouched, Njord Warrior [Rúnherra], Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 41%, MP: 32%, SP: 24% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: none *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Runewyrd, Blotrún, ???? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Piercing, Bludgeoning *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    Huh, I thought. They were all level fifteen. We had a pretty good level advantage over these guys. Now where’s that necromancer. 
 
    I looked for signs of my primary target and spotted him crouched behind a small bulge in the wall, chanting softly as necrotic energy leaked from his eyes. 
 
    With a narrow grin, I raised my spear and pointed it in his direction, but before I could bring my own spells to bear his eyes went wide and his chanting turned into a gargled gasp, spraying blood into the water.  
 
    The necromancer staggered to the side, revealing Mika’s were-mouse form clutching a pair of blooded daggers, now bereft of their poisonous coating and sun elf sheath. 
 
    The necromancer started to turn, his raised hand transforming into a claw with long, rotten looking bone claws, but the dýrafólk easily parried the clumsy attack and buried his dagger through the sun elf’s chin and up into his brain, finishing him off. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Defeat the Kchil defenders [1/X] *** 
 
      
 
    Mika flashed me a double thumbs up, Buddy Christ style before ducking back into stealth. Shit, I cursed silently. We hadn’t gotten an update when the other caster got blasted from the walls, so she was still out there somewhere. I attempted to use the party chat to get Mika to hunt her down, but the system was not cooperative. 
 
    *** Party chat and other player communication channels are not accessible when actively engaged in PVP *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara charged past me towards the melee, blades in hand. “Remember you’re the healer, Kheph!” she yelled as she moved in on the Ai’qular. 
 
    With a resigned sigh, I focused my attention on the party window and saw that Derg was barely injured. Between his own skills and the last of the elves, who were even now being healed by the trusty Druid NPC, the enemy was having a hard time of it. 
 
    I healed what little damage Derg had sustained, and then alternated between keeping Kjara full and assisting the druid in healing the elven soldiers. 
 
    Kjara ripped into the Wardancer, her enchanted Temple Blades sneaking past the Ai’qular’s claws to slice through the shark-hide armor and into the flesh beneath. Aesthetically, the Freddy Krueger claws were definitely awesome, but their effectiveness in combat left much to be desired and when matched against Kjara’s blessed blades, they just didn’t cut it. Or her. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Defeat the Kchil defenders [2/X] *** 
 
      
 
    Derg was trading blows with the Jotun, his axe taking massive chunks out of the enemy’s frozen armor while taking minimal damage in return. 
 
    On the other flank, the Rúnherra was laying into the elven troops, taking them down one after another. Something about his runes was allowing him to heal with each kill, drinking in the life-force of the slain elves. 
 
    Our druid ally was unable to keep up with the damage, and Obie’s shields could only partially deflect the greataxe’s blows. 
 
    The druid was in the middle of casting another wave of healing when a high pitch scream rang out of the darkness and a column of void erupted in the middle of our elven allies, reducing the druid to a pile of dust and finishing off most of our elven infantry. 
 
    The blast wave from the spell echoed across the battlefield and crashed against my defenses, sending me stumbling as the cold energy broke through my shielding spells and chilled me to the bone. My health dropped to sixty percent. 
 
    Derg and Kjara were closer to the epicenter of the blast. When the wave of darkness reached the Skulltaker, one of his orbiting skulls opened its mouth and sucked in the darkness, creating an area of safety before disappearing with a pop. 
 
    The enemy tank made the rookie mistake of getting distracted by the floating skull’s hijinks and paid for it. Derg swung his axe in a mighty overhand blow right to the Jotun’s collar bone, breaking through the icy armor and deep into his torso, reducing his health to under ten percent. 
 
    With a tusky smile, the Skulltaker ripped his axe free and lived up to his class’s name, separating the enemy’s head from his body with a well-aimed swing. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Defeat the Kchil defenders [3/X] *** 
 
      
 
    His gloating nearly cost him his own head when the Njord arrived and landed a powerful blow to the krek’s back, breaking several ribs and dropping Derg to the ground with a sliver of health and a long list of debuffs.  
 
    The Njord ripped his axe free and raised it to finish off our tank, but as the weapon descended towards the krek’s unguarded neck, Obie intervened. Using another power most likely chosen more for its flavor than for actual utility, the “Jedi” made a pulling gesture and yanked the Njord towards him, causing the attack to go wide. 
 
    I sent a bolt of healing Derg’s way while the Mentalist followed up his attack. A glowing psychic fist appeared in the air above the fallen Njord and smashed him into the ground, knocking off thirty percent of his health and pressing him flat. 
 
    A bolt of darkness shot out of the water and crashed into Obie’s chest, staggering him and disrupting his concentration, allowing the Njord to escape his mental fisting. 
 
    Tendrils of black energy erupted from the site of the bolt’s impact, causing Obie to fall to his knees in pain. Before I could cleanse him, a second bolt took him right in the temple. 
 
    *** Obie has been killed! *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara rushed across the field and plunged her blades through the gaps in the Njord’s armor, finishing what our fallen party member had started. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Defeat the Kchil defenders [4/X] *** 
 
      
 
    With the death of the Mentalist, his light spell winked out and my vision shifted into the spiritual realm, allowing me to see where the final enemy was lurking. 
 
    I rushed over to Derg, using my shield to cover us while I used Soothing Touch to address the most serious of his wounds. 
 
    A bolt of darkness crashed into my shield and numbed my arm. A second bolt sped towards the wounded Krek but was intercepted by one of his remaining skulls. 
 
    By that time Kjara was on the attack, and the caster was forced to turn her attention to the more pressing threat. She wove some sort of spell that lashed Kjara’s feet to the sandy floor with shadowy tendrils. 
 
    Kjara cursed and tried to break free, but the enemy just laughed and started chanting another spell, drawing the darkness from the surrounding waters and shaping it into a spear reminiscent of my own Flamestrike spell. 
 
    Luckily for my moon elf companion, our friendly neighborhood mousketeer chose that moment to make his presence known, plunging his blades into the neck of the enemy caster, snuffing out her remaining life force. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Defeat the Kchil defenders [5/X] *** 
 
      
 
    The dýrafólk chuckled. “Casters are always so crunchy,” he said and pushed the corpse of the fallen whatever-she-was onto the ground. 
 
    I was curious, so I tried to Analyze the body. 
 
    *** Telaani, Corrupted Moon Elf Priestess [Voidcaller], Level 15 *** 
 
    *** HP: 0%, MP: 0%, SP: 0% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Dead *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: None *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Light, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    The enemy bodies dissipated, the fate of a full party wipe. 
 
    *** Proceed to your target! Time remaining: 25:00 *** 
 
      
 
    I finished healing Derg and helped him to his feet, earning a nod in thanks. He looked around, his gaze finally coming to rest on Obie’s corpse hanging half off of the gate tower. 
 
    He chuckled and flashed us a wide smile. “So much for the high ground, eh?” 
 
    *** 
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    I healed our wounds and refreshed our buffs as we left the wall behind, heading towards the beacon marking our target in the distance.  
 
    “So,” I said. “If we already beat the Dark Tide party, it should be smooth sailing to the portal, right?” 
 
    Derg snorted. “I doubt it’ll be that easy. We get an arch magus to defend the tower when we play defense, so there’s probably some big nasty for us to fight before we can get to the portal itself.” 
 
    Kjara laughed. “Sounds just like our luck.” 
 
    As we approached the beacon, a large, swirling portal of dark black and purple energy came into view, suspended above a small structure partially buried in the sand. 
 
    *** Assault Deep-Gate Alpha [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    At the same time as the notification, the portal pulsed and opened into a realm of pure darkness. From within emerged a massive creature that looked like an octopus and a hermit crab had had a baby. A very ugly baby. 
 
    It had five massive tentacles supporting its weight, surrounding a massive beak. The rest of its body was hidden inside a tall, conical shell made of some sort of shiny black substance. All together it had to be at least fifty feet from its beak to the tip of its shell, and each tentacle was as thick as a good sized tree. 
 
    *** The Portal Guardian has emerged! *** 
 
      
 
    Mika looked up at the creature and shook his head. “Damn, Ursula. You’ve really let yourself go,” he said and then faded into stealth. 
 
    Derg flexed his muscles and tossed the Jotun’s skull into orbit before readying his shield and heading towards the boss monster. 
 
    I followed close behind, with Kjara to my right, her twin khopeshes glowing with holy fire. 
 
    The guardian pulled its way towards us across the sand, its powerful tentacles able to easily drag it our way. A thin layer of shadowy mist clung to the creature’s shell and tentacles, shifting and flowing independently of the water around us. 
 
    I used Analyze. 
 
    *** Portal Guardian, Level 17 [BOSS] *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: ???? *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Umbral Cloak *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Light, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    I conveyed the info to the rest of the party, cursing the fact that my own spells would be perfect to fight this thing… if we weren’t ten thousand leagues under the sea. 
 
    The Portal Guardian lurched forward and smashed Derg with a whip of its tentacle, pushing him backwards through the sand with the force of the blow. 
 
    The krek retaliated with a powerful blow that dug deep into the boss’ tentacle, sending a gout of black blood shooting into the water where it dispersed in a dark cloud. The beast pulled back the injured appendage and reared up. 
 
    Kjara ran past the Skulltaker and straight towards the creature’s center mass, avoiding a flailing tentacle with a deft roll to the side. 
 
    Another tentacle slammed into Derg’s flank, crushing his shield against his body and sending him stumbling. His health dropped fifteen percent. He growled. “I’m going to destroy you, squid.” 
 
    The boss settled back to the sand, freeing up more of its tentacles to attack. Kjara could probably keep clear of the additional attacks, but Derg wasn’t built for that kind of fight. 
 
    Oh well, I thought with a smile. Guess I’ll have to play a more active part. 
 
    I moved forward and took up position next to Derg, raising my shield to deflect a tentacle that would have been the second piece of bread in a krek sandwich.  
 
    The force of the blow shot down my arm and into my shoulder, but I was able to hold with only minor damage to my health bar. 
 
    After deflecting the boss’ other attack, Derg gave me a small nod of thanks before going back on the offensive, doing his best to make calamari out the offending appendage. I did the same, driving my spear into the sucker covered tentacle closest to me.  
 
    The Guardian’s health dropped with each attack but was quickly healed as the shadowy mist flowed into the wounds and sealed them. 
 
    A deep, thrumming hiss filled the air, and I looked over to find its cause.  
 
    Kjara had climbed onto a thick piece of the tentacle and carved a deep gash with her glowing blades, shaving off a chunk of the boss’ health and cauterizing the wounds to prevent the black mist from healing it. 
 
    The boss pulled back the tentacles assaulting me and Derg and whipped towards Kjara’s perch in retaliation. Her eyes went wide and she let out a yelp as she did her best to evade. She dodged the first and second strike, but the third sent her spinning into the air where she was helpless against its follow up. 
 
    Three of the appendages played a morbid game of elven hacky sack with her, juggling her with powerful flicks as they tossed her towards its gaping beak. 
 
    I charged in, hitting Kjara with bolts of Cure Wounds to keep her alive before Derg and I could distract the creature. 
 
    With a masterful twist, she activated her whirlwind ability and cut deeply into the tentacles manhandling her, burning another series of gashes into its flesh. 
 
    Derg stopped about thirty feet from the creature and spread his arms wide, bellowing at the top of his lungs. The skulls floating around him echoed his cry, combining into a blast of force that smashed into the boss’ face. 
 
    Its flesh bits rippled as the sonic waves passed through it, and a series of small cracks formed on the front of its shell. It drew its tentacles back to its shell, forming a wall of flesh to protect its more delicate sensory organs, leaving Kjara to tumble into the sand. 
 
    The orbiting skulls crumbled to dust as Derg’s attack came to an end, leaving the boss shaken… and fully focused on him. 
 
    It started to unravel its tentacles as its Umbral Shroud got to work, sealing the cracks before they could be exploited. 
 
    I rushed over and healed Kjara, glancing around and hoping Mika would get off his ass and do something. 
 
    Kjara gave me a peck on the cheek and charged back in, laying into the tentacles the boss was using to move itself around. A second later Mika finally joined the battle. He appeared at the base of a tentacle that was busy attacking Derg and slammed his blades home. 
 
    A poisoned icon appeared next to the boss’s health bar and a foul puss-colored liquid seeped from the wound. Mika ripped his blades free, opening the wound even further and dropping the boss’ health to under ninety percent, and the tentacle started to spasm as the poison rotted away its base. The tentacle fell to the ground and went still. 
 
    The dýrafólk smiled as the poisoned tentacle started to spasm wildly. Whatever concoction he had used on it was rotting it from the inside out. His smile was quickly replaced with a look of shock when the Portal Guardian turned its attention towards him and grabbed him from behind. 
 
    It wrapped around him like a boa constrictor and started to squeeze. Mika’s health bar started to drain and his eyes bulged, giving me flashbacks to the live feedings I’d once seen at the snake exhibit at the Turtle Back Zoo. 
 
    Shaking my head to clear the image, I hit him with a Cure Wounds to try and delay the inevitable. 
 
    Derg rushed forward to help, but a pair of flailing tentacles blocked his way.  
 
    Kjara dashed forward as well, and with a nimble flip and some crazy elven parkour using the tentacles themselves as ramps, she closed the distance. 
 
    The fire coating her blades intensified as she channeled her divine favor pool to enhance her strikes, and with a skillful bounce from the creature’s shell she brought the blades down in a powerful one-two combination that partially severed the tentacle.  
 
    Mika dropped to the sand and gasped for breath as the tentacle released him. His health bar had a sliver over ten percent left, but there didn’t seem to be any actual debuffs in effect. I rushed towards him, casting Cure Wounds on route to bring him out of the danger zone. 
 
    I was so focused on healing Mika that it was a complete surprise when I got blindsided. The tentacle smashed into me from behind and sent me rolling across the sand, barely holding onto my spear thanks to the miracle of video game mechanics.  
 
    My health bar dropped by half and I winced as the pain in my side informed me that I was the lucky recipient of at least a pair of cracked ribs. I rolled to my feet and raised my shield just in time to deflect the next attack. 
 
    A glance at my party menu showed Mika was back up to about sixty percent, likely the result of a potion, and everyone but me was in similar shape.  
 
    Going on the defensive, I channeled Soothing Touch to rid myself of the sharp pain in my side while I used my spear to poke holes in whatever tentacles came near. 
 
    Between Mika, Derg, and Kjara’s tender ministrations, the boss was nearing the seventy-five percent mark which would likely result in some form of mechanic shift. I actually missed the Mentalist at that moment, roleplaying be damned. Another DPS would be pretty useful taking out this tentacle beast. 
 
    Mika had disappeared back into stealth mode again, but didn’t stay there for long, popping back into view next to another tentacle and driving his blades in.  
 
    Somewhere during the fight he’d found time to reapply his poison, and another of the flailing limbs fell still as it rotted away. The combined damage from the surprise attack and the poison dropped the creature’s health down to seventy-two percent, triggering a phase change.  
 
    The shadows clinging to the boss went crazy, swirling and spinning like an umbral tornado. 
 
    Kjara and Mika rolled away, barely escaping a forced reenactment of the cow from Twister as the churning shadows sucked up everything nearby. The shadows gathered the sand from the Moonwell floor and solidified into a storm of whirling blades. 
 
    *** Portal Guardian uses Bladeshield! *** 
 
      
 
    The creature drew its functional tentacles in close and raised its shell until it was perpendicular to the ground.  
 
    “Down!” Derg yelled and dropped to the ground, raising his shield up to cover his head.  
 
    Mika and Kjara dropped as well, but I was a little too slow. 
 
    A wave of razor-sharp blades shot out of the swirling Bladeshield, covering the entire area in flying death. I barely got my shield up in time to protect my vital areas, but my arms and legs weren’t so lucky. Even the blades I caught on my shield weren’t fully blocked. They shattered into hundreds of smaller shards that deflected into my exposed flesh. 
 
    And that wasn’t the end of it. The glass embedded in my skin dissolved into mist. Freezing cold mist that seeped into my body, spreading numbness wherever it touched. 
 
    *** You have been afflicted with Numbing Cold! *** 
 
      
 
    “Damnit!” My legs collapsed under me, and I fell to my knees, barely catching myself on my shield. Half of my health was gone, and the boss was uncurling its tentacles, ready to get back to its game of whack-a-PC. 
 
    The rest of the party regained their feet and went back on the offensive, leaving me to my own devices, except for Derg who just gave me a disappointed look before rushing back in. 
 
    I cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on myself and sighed in relief as the feeling returned to my legs. But that relief was short lived. Without the numbness I was able to feel the pain of the hundreds of small cuts that still covered my limbs.  
 
    It was painful, but I pulled myself to my feet and started casting. Squidzilla was fully focused on the rest of the party, so I had some time before I needed to worry about getting smushed. With that in mind I focused on healing the rest of the party first. 
 
    Another tentacle fell under the combined attacks of Mika and Kjara, forcing the creature to give up its mobility if it wanted to continue the fight. 
 
    I stayed at the back of the pack, healing whenever it was needed, but without most of its tentacles the boss was kinda crap. Sure its tentacles hit like a truck, and its blade tornado had the potential to be annoying, but once those mechanics were solved it felt like the devs had phoned it in. 
 
    Derg was able to keep aggro on the last two tentacles with no issues while Kjara and Mika chopped them to bits, triggering the next phase shift at fifty percent. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    21          
 
    The Guardian dropped to the sand and shook violently from side to side, burrowing into the ground until only the top of its shell was visible. 
 
    “So what now?” Mika asked. 
 
    Almost as if responding to his query, a casting bar appeared above the shell and started to fill. 
 
    “Burn it!” Derg shouted and rushed in. 
 
    I ran forward to assist, although I wasn’t sure how much my spear was going to be of use against a massive obsidian shell. 
 
    Kjara and the Skulltaker chopped away at the stone-like substance, doing no damage to its health bar but breaking off chunks of shell with each swing. 
 
    I used my spear like a crowbar, digging the tip into the cracks created by my companions and harnessing the mystical force of leverage to widen the gaps. 
 
    By the time the casting bar had filled halfway, we’d created a divot in the shell at least six inches deep, but there was no way to know how thick it was. 
 
    A few seconds later there was a loud crack as Derg’s axe struck home. The shell split at the point of impact and spread. The casting bar flickered and disappeared and the ground started to shake.  
 
    With a flurry of movement we scrambled off the shell and spread out, not wanting to get caught in whatever happened next.  
 
    It was a good thing we did. The shell split completely in two and crashed into the sand, still heavy enough to have crushed anyone caught beneath. From within the broken shell emerged the Portal Guardian in all of its horror. 
 
    Instead of the giant crab I expected, it looked like a giant… slug. Its clear, transparent flesh surrounded a gelatinous mass of strange shaped organs and the partially digested bones of some kind of massive fish. Probably the creature’s last meal. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Derg grunted as we moved back into striking range of the creature. 
 
    I extended my spear and poked at the gelatinous mass, puncturing the outer skin and causing some of the jelly-like fluid to leak out. 
 
    “Maybe it didn’t finish cooking?” Kjara said, moving closer to peer down into the hole where most of the creature was still contained. 
 
    Derg grunted. “Thing’s still got half its health left-” he started, but froze as bolt of lightning arced from the top of the creature’s head to my spear, freezing me in place. 
 
    *** You have been stunned! 15 seconds remaining. *** 
 
      
 
    “Kheph!” Kjara yelled and tackled me away from the creature, earning a small shock herself as we rolled clear. 
 
    With an eruption of sand, the Guardian launched itself from the remains of its shell, sending Derg flying through the water while it finished its transformation. 
 
     The mangled octopus-like tentacles dissolved into shadows, leaving long, semi-transparent white tendrils in their place. 
 
    The creature surged upwards in the water, revealing its new form. That of a giant jellyfish. It floated about twenty feet up, its tendrils flowing along the ground, searching for its prey. 
 
    As the tendrils drew near, Derg chopped into them with his axe, doing little in the way of damage to the boss’s health bar, but keeping the smaller tentacles from introducing him to the world of hentai. 
 
    Mika was nowhere to be found, as per usual, but the crossbow bolt stuck into the center of the boss’ body said he was still around somewhere. 
 
    Kjara was standing over my stunned form, trying to keep the tentacles from getting to me, but even her whirling blades might not be enough to handle them all. 
 
    A flash of blue heralded the creature’s next attack, and a bolt of lightning slammed into the ground next to the moon elf, sending her flying over me with less than a quarter of her health left. 
 
    I tried to move but could only manage an uncontrolled twitch as I glared at the stun timer taunting me from my status bar as the last five seconds ticked away. 
 
    With Kjara no longer standing guard I was completely open to the creature’s attacks. One of the longer tendrils grabbed onto my leg. AAARH! I screamed silently as my leg started to burn. 
 
    The pain was thankfully followed by numbness as the creature lifted me into the air, where another, thicker tendril wrapped around my torso. 
 
    *** You have been poisoned! You are paralyzed! *** 
 
      
 
    Damnit, I cursed silently, shuddering as more and more tentacles wrapped around me and drew me up towards the creature’s main body. 
 
    My health started to drop slowly as the miniature suckers on the jelly-beast’s tentacles ripped free small bits of my flesh. 
 
    A crossbow bolt and an arrow thunked into the main tentacle holding me up, doing a small bit of damage to the boss but doing nothing to free me from its grip. 
 
    The tentacles drew me upwards into the creature’s body, plunging me into what felt like a vat of acid flavored jello. It burned!  
 
    I was being digested alive by a giant jellyfish. On the bright side, I’d die from the lack of air way before the acid could kill me. 
 
    Through the blurry jelly I could see the vague shapes of my companions trying their best to reach me, but at the rate the creature’s health was dropping I didn’t have much hope of them getting there in time. 
 
    I used Analyze again to see if anything had changed with the monster's stats. 
 
    *** Portal Guardian, Level 17 [BOSS] *** 
 
    *** HP: 32%, MP:57%, SP: 21% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Feeding *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Lightning Shroud *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Light, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    Great, I thought. Nothing except its primary attributes changed. And higher con now likely meant higher hit points and durability, making it even harder to kill. 
 
    *** You are suffocating! *** 
 
      
 
    The timer on the paralysis was continually refreshed by the surrounding jelly, and my health was ticking down twice as fast with both the suffocation and acid bath. 
 
    I started channeling Purifying Touch on myself to try and counteract the poison, but as soon as it was burned away the jelly would reapply it, so I switched to Soothing Touch to try and counteract the damage. 
 
    Unfortunately, the lack of oxygen was much more of a problem than the damage itself, and the edges of my vision started to fade as my concentration on the healing magic waned. 
 
    I was running out of time, and even though the glimpses I got every now and then of my companions and the Guardian’s hit points dropping were promising, I was not going to make it. 
 
    As a last-ditch effort to escape, I decided to lay everything on the line. I activated my Aspect of Light once-a-day ability and burst into holy flames. 
 
    My ears almost burst when the creature shrieked as the flames coating my body burned it up from the inside out.  
 
    My vision had faded to a narrow tunnel, and only the fact that my actual consciousness was external to my digital puppet gave me the clarity of mind to continue. 
 
    My health and the boss’ hit five percent almost simultaneously, and I could barely make out anything through the sliver of vision I had left, so with a big old F U to the boss, I activated my Aspect of the Falcon ability. 
 
    Fiery wings erupted from my back and spread inside the boss, burning away even more of its gelatinous goo. I caught a glimpse of the new appendages out of the corner of my eye, and would have laughed if I wasn’t still suffocating to death. Not only were the wings themselves burning the creature, but the holy fire added by Aspect of Light was spread over their surface, doubling up the burnination. 
 
    When I was down to my last sliver of health, the boss’ body split in half. I sucked in a giant breath of fresh air as I fell to the ground, landing with a face full of sand as my wings sputtered out. 
 
    Before I could regain use of my limbs, Kjara rolled me over and poured a potion into my mouth, almost choking me to death before I reflexively swallowed the revitalizing liquid. She pulled back her hands as the golden flames singed her flesh, hissing in pain.  
 
    I channeled my mana into Purifying Touch and rid myself of the effects of the paralysis poison, sighing as control returned to my limbs.  
 
    Mika moved over to the gate and bent down next to the device at the base of the portal. With a skillful flick of his wrist, he smacked the tablet with a small, rune-etched hammer he’d acquired from somewhere and it crumbled. 
 
    The portal lost its oval shape and started to sputter as the forces holding it together broke apart. With a loud pop, the remaining energy dispersed into the water. 
 
    *** Destroy your assigned Deep-gate [1/1]  *** 
 
    *** Achievement unlocked: Gate Crasher! *** 
 
    *** Quest Update! Bonus Objective [Shared] *** 
 
    *** Assist the other parties in the destruction of the deep remaining deep gates. *** 
 
    *** Deep-gates destroyed [6/10] *** 
 
    *** Time remaining until reinforcements arrive: 15:32 *** 
 
      
 
    “Only four to go,” I said. “Think we can do that in the time we have left?”  
 
    Derg chuckled. “Depends on the other squads. If they made it to the gate and softened up the guardians, or if they’re still fighting them.” 
 
    I looked over to Kjara, but she wasn’t paying attention, her focus on some game interface invisible to the rest of us. With a gesture of her hand, the beacon that had marked our first assignment disappeared and a new one appeared in the distance to the north. 
 
    “Okay, peeps. Let’s get rolling,” she said as she jogged off towards the new objective. “Those portals aren’t going to close themselves!” 
 
    *** Quest Update! Another gate has been destroyed! *** 
 
    *** Deep-gates destroyed [7/10] *** 
 
      
 
    Derg snorted. “Maybe they will?” 
 
    Kjara slowed for a second but then continued on. “The closest gate is still up. Let’s go!” 
 
    *** 
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    When we arrived at the next portal site, we found the portal guardian in pieces. Clumps of its jelly and organs were scattered all over the place, but the portal was still there. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Mika asked, gesturing to a partially hidden figure standing behind the remains of the Guardian’s broken shell. 
 
    He looked like a human of some sort, dressed in leather armor with a sash bearing the symbol of the Argent Moon on it. Held loosely in his right hand was another of the small hammers that Mika had used to shatter the base of the first portal.  
 
    We approached the figure. “Hey man? What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    They just stood there, barely moving except for a slight twitch every couple seconds. 
 
    “Think he got disconnected or something?” Kjara asked. “Maybe his party wiped, and he was the only one that survived? Sad he didn’t get to pop the portal.” 
 
    Derg grunted. “Unlikely. Don’t think the Moonies let folks using headsets into their guild. Way too much lag. And getting DCed in a pod would just log your toon out, I think.” 
 
    Mika shrugged and snatched the hammer from the human’s hands. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’ve got five minutes left to close the rest of these portals and I’m not waiting around for some rando to finish watching VR porn or whatever he’s doing.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I said, turning to Kjara. “Did he just snatch an item from another player? You can do that?” 
 
    Derg laughed. “He’s a rogue man. You didn’t think he had some sort of steal skill?” he asked and walked away. “Wow man, in some ways you are a real newb.” 
 
    The AFK player suddenly came back to life, stretching their digital muscles. When he saw us standing there he let out a very un-hero-like shriek and backed away, his eyes widening when he spotted Mika standing at the base of the gate with the hammer. 
 
    “No! Don’t!” He screamed, but it was too late. With a solid thwack, Mika crushed the keystone. 
 
    *** Quest Update! Another gate has been destroyed! *** 
 
    *** Deep-gates destroyed [8/10] *** 
 
      
 
    “Motherfaaaaaahhhk,” the human screamed and charged Mika, pulling a shortsword from his back and a dagger from his belt. 
 
    A shout from Derg alerted the dýrafólk to the danger, giving him enough time to roll out of the way of the human’s attack. 
 
    “What the hell, man!” I yelled. “We’re on the same side here.” 
 
    *** Quest Update! Another gate has been destroyed! *** 
 
    *** Deep-gates destroyed [9/10] *** 
 
      
 
    The announcement seemed to further aggravate Captain AFK. “Oh, you guys have gotten me in so much shit!” he cried and then ran off.  
 
    Derg grunted. “Idiot Moonies. Where’s the last portal?” 
 
    Kjara zoned out for a second and then pointed off into the water, setting a new quest beacon for us to follow… in the exact direction our flustered friend had fled. 
 
    “Let’s go!” she said and took off at a run. “Only one portal left. We’re gunna do it!” 
 
    When we arrived, AFK Man was standing in front of a group in Argent Moon tabards, wildly gesticulating and gesturing towards the last portal. After one very wild gesture, he noticed us approaching and grew even more frantic, pointing at us and going on a rant of some sort. 
 
    The surrounding area was full of players, looking up at the swirling portal with mixed expressions. Half were just bullshitting with their pals, not really caring about the potential victory less than five minutes away. Others were visibly angry, shooting glares towards the large Argent Moon contingent who had formed a wall between the crowd and the portal. 
 
    “Hey,” I called out. “What gives? Let’s close it up and get rid of the fish folks for good.” 
 
    The leader of the guild contingent looked over at me and laughed, “Not going to happen.” 
 
    Kjara stepped up next to me, her expression one of incredulity. “Why not? Isn’t that the whole purpose of the battle?” she said, gesturing up at the portal. “Close that and no more fish attacks. The Moonwell gets cleansed, and the Vale can go back to normal.” 
 
    The rest of the players gathered around and were listening closely to the exchange. Some of the angrier looking players voiced their agreement. 
 
    A few of the guild players snickered and whispered to each other. Their leader answered, “Yeah, and no more good xp. No more medals and epic loot. No more easy rep with the elves.” 
 
    A massive human clad in what looked like heavy plate held up the last portal hammer and wagged it tauntingly. “Only one of these per portal,” he said in a gruff voice, “and yer too late for this one, so piss off and leave the decisions to the pro’s. Newb.” 
 
    I felt my face flush with anger and only Kjara’s hand on my shoulder kept me from doing something stupid. She whispered in my ear, and I almost ruined things by smiling. Instead I controlled my features and turned away in a huff. 
 
    The other players dispersed, waiting as the timer ticked down towards failure, all due to the greed of a few dicks. I’d hoped the rumors were false, but if this wasn’t evidence enough of foul play then I didn’t know what would be. 
 
    Now it was all up to Mika, and his apparently well-trained thief skills. I tried to think back on all of our interactions to see if we’d ever discuss that sort of skill, but it had never really come up…  
 
    I’ll have to check my inventory. I thought with a chuckle. That sneaky little bastard. 
 
    With a minute less to go there was a rumbling when the dickhead warrior who’d taunted us with the hammer started yelling. “Where’d it go? Where’s the key!” as he started looking around frantically. 
 
    Wanting to give Mika as much time as possible, I grabbed a beef skewer from my pouch and concealed it in my hand. It was about the same size as the hammer, and at a distance should be similar enough to fool them for at least a few seconds.  
 
    With a grin I held up my fist, careful to partially obscure the tasty decoy in my hand. “Looking for this?” I yelled, shaking my fist and then tucking it behind my shield as the entire Argent Moon crowd surged towards me.  
 
    Arrows and spells started to fly. I pushed Kjara out of the way and hunkered down behind my shield as the blows hit home. There was no way I could block everything, and as the hail of missiles and spells burned through my health in seconds, I took solace in my final glimpse of Mika fading into view next to the portal and giving the Argent Moon leader the finger as he smashed the hammer home. 
 
    *** Quest Update! The final gate has been destroyed! *** 
 
    *** Bonus Objective Complete - Deep-gates destroyed [10/10] *** 
 
      
 
    *** You have been killed! *** 
 
    *** As you died as part of a Battleground, your transition to the afterlife has been delayed until the completion of the battle. You may watch the remains of the battle as a spectator or choose to move on now. All battleground rewards will be delayed pending the end of the battleground. *** 
 
    *** Bodies are not lootable in Battleground instances. *** 
 
      
 
    *** REGIONAL EVENT – DEPTH CHARGE – BATTLEGROUND - COMPLETE *** 
 
    *** VICTORY – Vengeful Talon Warhost *** 
 
    *** ALL PARTICIPANTS REPORTED IN *** 
 
    *** Quest Update: Answer the Call to Arms [3/5] *** 
 
      
 
    *** Breach the enemy defenses [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Defeat the Kchil defenders [5/X] *** 
 
    *** Assault deep-gate Alpha [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Destroy your assigned Deep-gate [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Destroy other Deep-gates [3/10] *** 
 
    *** Overall gates destroyed [10/10] *** 
 
      
 
    *** CALCULATING CONTRIBUTIONS AND AWARDS… *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party has received 5000xp! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 50 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Elves of the Vale has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Eldyrwood Grove has increased! Neutral �� Friendly! *** 
 
    *** You have been awarded 10 Battleground Medals for your victory! *** 
 
    *** Your monetary reward can be collected at your local barracks. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Current Battleground Top Performers *** 
 
    *** 1: Sarak d’ArgentArgent Moon25 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 2: Vjaa d’ArgentArgent Moon20 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 3: Heimdel d’ArgentArgent Moon15 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 4: Filippa d’Argent Argent Moon10 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** 5: Mika MusaUnaligned5 Battleground Medals *** 
 
    *** Your Rank: 29 *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party has killed Ragman Bonedancer! Your party gains 270xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 5 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed Telaani! Your party gains 270xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 5 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed Dori! Your party gains 270xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed Floki Godstouched! Your party gains 270xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Favor! *** 
 
    *** Your party has killed Aarthas! Your party gains 270xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party has killed a Portal Guardian! Your party gains 1275xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 10 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party has closed 3/10 deep-gates. You have earned a bonus 750xp. *** 
 
    *** Your party members have earned the title “Hero of the Vale” *** 
 
    *** Derg has been dropped from your party. *** 
 
    *** Obie has been dropped from your party. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Shield and have reached Rank 13! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Endurance and have reached Rank 13! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Aura of the Underworld and have reached Rank 7! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aset’s Mantle spell! Rank 6 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Purifying Touch spell! Rank 6 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Kjara has reached level 17! *** 
 
    *** Mika has reached level 15! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations you have reached Level 18! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Update: The Key to Success *** 
 
    *** Achieve Level 18 [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Close the Kchil Portals in the Moonwell [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    If I wasn’t a disembodied spirit already, my brain would have melted from the deluge of text that scrolled past at the end of the instance. I barely had a chance to process it all before the other players dissolved into mist and I was sucked away to view the Moonwell in its entirety in some sort of cut scene. 
 
    The surface of the water erupted in a series of explosions, as the gates were destroyed, and here and there around the lake Kchil bodies floated to the surface as they were killed in the blasts. 
 
    The scene flowed from the Moonwell to the wooden ramparts that made up the elven defense, and onwards to the towers where the Elven Magi worked their magic, doing whatever they were doing to counter the Devourer’s magic. 
 
    Each of the towers had a robed figure on top with hands raised. From their hands shot beams of pure white energy. The energy flowed into the Moonwell and spread through the water. 
 
    The Kchil bodies littering the surface burned away as the energy saturated the water. As my point of view shifted and sank below the surface, I could see the remains of the Kchil structures melting away, leaving a pristine lake clear of all evidence of the invaders. 
 
    *** REGIONAL ANNOUNCEMENT *** 
 
    *** The foul servants of the Devourer have been driven from the Moonwell due to the efforts of the Vengeful Talon Warhost! Our sacred waters run once again pure and free of the enemy’s dark taint… for now. *** 
 
    *** NOTE: The Vale of Dreams Battlegrounds are currently closed! Congratulations to the victors! Enjoy this respite from constant warfare, but be on your guard, the enemy forces are always striving to reopen the way to complete their goals! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Temple of the Valerian has increased! Suspicious �� Neutral! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Noble Council of the Vale has increased! Suspicious �� Neutral! *** 
 
      
 
    I would have cheered… if I had a body. Worth it! I thought as the cut scene faded and I was whisked away to the Land of the Dead. 
 
    *** 
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    As soon as I materialized fully, I bamfed myself to the entrance of the Temple of the Restless Dead to see if completion of the battleground had queued up anything new. Driving the Kchil out of the elven lands had to be worth something in terms of progression in the overall conflict, right? 
 
    The outside of the temple looked pretty much the same, as did the main altar room. Maybe there was a bit less sand and dust than last time and a bit more gold leaf, but nothing major. 
 
    As I approached the altar, the voice of my patron came from behind me. “Expecting something different, Adept?” 
 
    I turned around with a smile and bowed. “Well... we did just boot the Kchil from the Moonwell, so I figured there’d be some sort of change?” 
 
    He shrugged. “While you and the Ahn’ep did participate in the pivotal battle, there were many other souls involved, most of which owe allegiance to other powers. I cannot claim the spoils of this victory for my own. Were you allowed access to the inner sanctum of the Valerian temple, you might see some shiny new additions.” 
 
    Another voice joined the conversation and I found my eyes drawn to the elaborately dressed female moon elf. Her voice evoked the feeling of a perfect summer night, and her words were more like a song than normal speech. 
 
    Her perfect lips formed into a warm smile as she spoke. “Yet we do thank you, Adept Kheph, for thy assistance in cleansing our sacred Moonwell of the vile servants of the ancient foe. 
 
    That smile was unearthly, and combined with the rest of her features I found myself at a complete loss for words. And thoughts. Her slim figure was wrapped in gossamer robes that did little to hide her…assets. Her porcelain skin, coupled with her midnight black hair created an aura of sexuality that did quite a number on my senses. Some artist had been truly inspired. 
 
    Anpu coughed gently and clapped his hands, shattering something unseen in the air around me. I felt as if something had been lifted from my soul. “Please do not bewitch my followers, Cleena. It is most impolite.” 
 
    She gave an innocent shrug completely at odds with her mischievous smile and waved a hand. “Apologies, Adept. I sometimes forget the effect my divine presence has on mortals.” 
 
    I shook my head to clear it and nodded dumbly, making sure to focus on her eyes as she continued. “I am known as Cleena. My brothers and sisters of the Valerian Court have sent me as their emissary to assist with the Vale. It is my understanding that you seek to enter the barrows and retrieve the… item interred within?” 
 
    As I nodded again, I caught the hint of a sly smile forming as her robes took on a less… revealing design. “Is that better?” she asked. 
 
    “Y-yes. Thank you, Lady Cleena,” I stuttered. “As you said, us mortals can only take so much.” 
 
    She looked over at my patron and chuckled. “I like this one, Anpu. Can I have him?” 
 
    “Why are you here, cousin,” he said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “Why did they send you?” 
 
    She snickered. “Let’s just say that the others thought it best if I… disappeared for a while, so why not kill two birds with one stone. I can take a break from the court while still doing something useful. Plus, I get to share my charms with the rest of our kin.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut, wanting no part of getting sucked into whatever divine political games were underfoot. 
 
    Anpu waved his hand in my direction. “We will have to speak at another time, Adept. For now, return to your mission and…” 
 
    The goddess delicately cleared her throat, interrupting my patron. “I am sorry, cousin, but he is the reason I am here. With the current… state of things with the mortals in the Vale, the Court has decided to act more directly.” 
 
    She waved a hand in my direction, and I felt a wave of power pass through me. 
 
    *** Quest Update: The Key to Success *** 
 
    *** Due to “mortal matters,” The Valerian Court has overridden all additional quest requirements. The High Priests’ approval is now guaranteed. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Achieve Level 18 [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Close the Kchil Portals in the Moonwell [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Earn Trusted reputation with at least one Vale of Dreams faction [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Speak to the Valerian High Priest [0/1] *** 
 
      
 
    “Now,” she said, resting a hand lightly on Anpu’s arm. “Shall we discuss what comes next?” 
 
    I blinked rapidly as I read through the quest change. “Wait,” I said. “What does this mean ‘mortal matters’ and what were you talking about before about the state of the Vale?” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t ruin the fun,” she said with a mischievous grin. 
 
    Anpu looked at me and sighed. “I am sure it’s nothing you can’t handle,” he said. “Is there anything else that you need, Adept?” 
 
    I almost said no, but remembered at the last second something that could be critical to the mission. “Oh! Yes, my lord. My ability to summon Amenhotep won’t be available until tomorrow, and if time is of the essence...” 
 
    He looked at me thoughtfully. “That does pose a problem. I have seen how crucial a part of your team the Legionnaire is, so for this purpose I will grant your implied request.”  
 
    He waved a hand in my direction, and I felt something in me shift. 
 
    *** You have received a minor boon. The Spectral Legionnaire timer has been cleared. *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” I said, bowing from the waist. “That will drastically improve our chances of success.” 
 
     “Now go,” he said and flicked his wrist in my direction. A whirlwind of sand rose from the ground and swallowed me up. An instant later I was spit out at the Gates of Death, and as the sand receded, I could hear Anpu’s voice whispering in my ear. “Watch your back.” 
 
    Needless to say, the rest of my respawn timer was spent frantically worrying about what was waiting for me in the Vale. We’d finished the battleground, so the threat of the Kchil should be over, so that left the Argent Moon.  
 
    We’d totally fucked their xp farm, which wasn’t going to make us any friends. The question was how angry were they going to be, and what were they willing to do about it. 
 
    The timer hit zero, and with a shrug I stepped through the portal, ready for the worst. 
 
    *** 
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    As soon as I materialized at my bind location, I was inundated with the messages that had been delayed while I was in the afterlife. 
 
    >>>Kjara: Kheph! Watch out when you respawn! The Argent Moon has lost their minds and gone full PK mode. I’m in the Temple now, and Mika’s somewhere out there hiding or something. Who knows? 
 
      
 
    >>>Mika: These idiots have no clue what they are doing. Compared to the guys on Njor they’re like toddlers flailing around in the dark… 
 
      
 
    *** ATTENTION: The Argent Moon guild has declared you “Kill On Sight”! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You are a marked man! A guild or other player organization has declared you as a sworn enemy. Experience and other rewards have been increased for conflicts between opposing parties. Good luck, and may the odds be ever in your favor. *** 
 
      
 
    Seriously? The Hunger Games, I thought before raising my shield and scanning the interior of the barracks tent. A flash of movement at the edge of my vision gave me just enough warning to react as the ambush was sprung.  
 
    I pulled my shield around and intercepted the attack from a figure dressed in some sort of weirdo ninja outfit. 
 
    “Hey now!” screamed the elven sergeant currently stationed in the barracks tent. “Guards! Guards!” 
 
    A second assailant materialized from the shadows and slashed me across the back. My usekh and enchanted armor deflected most of the blow, but the force was enough to send a tingling sensation down my arm and drop my health to eighty percent. 
 
    I grabbed my spear from my belt where it was hanging in rod form and swung it at the newcomer, connecting with a dull thwack. It didn’t do much damage, but it did give me the chance to slip past the attacker and put them both in my line of sight. 
 
    The sergeant continued her cries of alarm, and from the look in the first assassin’s eyes they knew their time was running out. I extended my Sunspear and lunged at the closest of the assassins, causing them to dodge backwards and give me enough time to use Analyze on the pair. 
 
    *** ???????, Karillian Rogue [Assassin], Level 14 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 0%, SP: 72% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Anonymous*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Anonymity, Adrenaline Rush*** 
 
    *** Weakness: Physical Attacks *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    *** ???????, Njord Rogue [Blóðsafnari], Level 13 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 0%, SP: 72% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Anonymous*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Anonymity, Blóðþyrstur*** 
 
    *** Weakness: Physical Attacks *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    The Njord’s knives took on a dark red glow as he lunged. His attacks were a blur, faster than I could shift my shield. As a result, he was able to sneak past a couple times, scoring a few shallow wounds on my upper arm and thigh. My health bar was barely touched, but that wasn’t the end of it. 
 
    My attacker leapt backwards and I felt a sharp pain in my chest as blood poured from the wound and flew across the room to be swallowed by the Njord’s glowing weapons. 
 
    *** You have been afflicted with Blóðkall! *** 
 
      
 
    I cursed as my health started to drain and cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing to put an end to the macabre skill. With the immediate threat neutralized, I triggered Precision Strike and planted my spear in the offending rogue’s heart. 
 
    The Njord looked down at the spear buried in his chest and coughed up a mouthful of blood. I ripped my spear free with a savage twist, dropping their health below twenty percent and watched as they collapsed into an ever expanding pool of blood.  
 
    The first assassin took advantage of my distraction and stabbed me in the kidney, doing much the same to me as I’d done to his companion. 
 
    I collapsed in pain as my health pool plummeted, barely deflecting a follow up attack as my blood pooled around me. The assassin glared down at me and raised a blade to finish me off. I was saved by the timely intervention of the barracks sergeant who finally decided to join the fray. She tackled the assassin, knocking the wind out of him in an audible grunt. 
 
    Coughing weakly, I was barely able to get a potion to my mouth before my health zeroed out. Imminent death no longer a concern, I started channeling Soothing Touch to repair my punctured organs. 
 
    I looked over to see the Njord had expired, the bleeding hole in his heart too much for even a potion to undo in time. The sergeant was kneeling on the other assassin’s chest, MMA style, using her armor-clad gauntlets to perform pugilistic surgery on his masked face. 
 
    By the time I was able to regain my feet, the Vale guards had arrived and were taking the surviving assassin into custody. 
 
    The sergeant reached up and tried to pull the mask from the assassin’s face, but it wouldn’t come away. It was likely the physical representation of that Anonymity skill that my assailants shared. 
 
    She looked over to me and nodded upon seeing me still alive. “I don’t know how they got in here, Adept,” she said and gestured to the restrained assassin. “We’ll get the story from this one.” 
 
    The prisoner’s shoulders started to shake as a muffled laugh came through his mask, followed almost immediately by a thick yellow foam. 
 
    *** ??????? uses Silence in Death! *** 
 
      
 
    The prisoner’s body spasmed and then went still as their health bar turned black. 
 
    I rushed over and tried to purify the poison, but it was too late. Their “get out of jail free” skill was too quick to neutralize. 
 
    *** You have killed 2 Anonymous Assassins! You gain 310xp. *** 
 
    *** Kill On Sight Bonus! You gain 78xp! *** 
 
    *** You have killed Anonymous Blóðsafnari! This player is too low level to grant xp. *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, that bonus xp said loud and clear who was responsible. But, Assassins? That was unexpected.  
 
    >>>Me: Thanks for the heads up, although it looks like the Moonies were quicker on the draw. 
 
    >>>Kjara: What? 
 
    >>>Me: Two assassins tried to spawn camp me. Had some sort of super-stealth thing on so we couldn’t see their names. I took out one and the guards grabbed the other, but he used some suicide skill. 
 
    >>>Mika: Heh, Anonymity is such an OP skill. They won’t lose any rep with the elves either.  
 
    >>>Me: Who are you? Tomb raider my ass, when did you go all gangster? 
 
    >>>Mika: LOL. When you come up on the streets, you learn a thing or two. 
 
      
 
    I groaned at that, healed myself to full, and then buffed myself up. The barracks tent wasn’t too far from the Temple in a straight line, but the actual path to get there would take me back to the main road, and who knew how many other “surprises.” 
 
    >>>Kjara: Any other surprises we should know about? 
 
    >>>Mika: Uhmmm… I’m allergic to shellfish? 
 
      
 
    Sighing, I stepped out of the barracks tent and searched my surroundings for any signs of hostile players. Most of the folks in the area were NPC soldiers, but I caught a glimpse of a sun elf in Argent Moon colors bolting towards the marketplace after seeing me come out of the tent. 
 
    I cursed and broke into a run, keeping my spear and shield ready for any surprises. I made it out to the main road with no incidents, but I could hear a ruckus coming from the marketplace that didn’t sound promising for me. 
 
    >>>Me: Someone spotted me leaving the tent. Heading to the temple now.  
 
    >>>Mika: Roger that! 
 
    >>>Kjara: Be safe! 
 
      
 
    I dashed along the main road, earning confused expressions from some of the other players, but now and then someone cheered me on, confusing me even further. “Go Kheph! Way to stick it to ‘em!” 
 
    >>>Me: What’re people all crazy about. Had some dude just congratulate me for ‘sticking it to’ someone. 
 
    >>>Mika: Well… I may have told everyone in the instance that you were the one who swiped the key and tossed it to me. 
 
      
 
    I almost ran into a tree when his words registered.  
 
    >>>Kheph: Why would you do that? You’re the one who swiped it and spiked the portal. 
 
    >>>Mika: Misery loves company? It's your quest, man. I didn’t want all the heat on me. 
 
      
 
    “Arg!” I said as I recovered and turned off the road towards the temple district. 
 
    >>>Kjara: He’s got a point. It is our quest. 
 
    >>>Me: Did the Argent Moon mark you KOS too? 
 
    >>>Kjara: Nope, but I’m sure it's only a matter of time. I did kind of decapitate one of their mages who was trying to roast mouse man. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and sprinted down the path, my breath getting more and more labored as my endurance bar drained. Even with a decent Constitution score and the Endurance skill, sprinting in armor wasn’t something you can do nonstop. 
 
    There was a shout from behind me, but no spells or weapons were flying yet so I kept going, ducking past the guards and into the temple district with my pursuers gaining behind me.  
 
    I made it to the temple doorway and rushed inside, glancing back at the last minute to see a group of people in the Argent Dawn’s colors storming into the clearing. 
 
    Their leader, a tall, well-dressed female moon elf moved forward and yelled, “You’ll have to come out of there eventually! We’ll be waiting!” 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    25          
 
    Kjara was waiting just inside the temple entrance, accompanied by Mika and an elven man dressed in plain robes. “This way please,” the elven functionary said and led us further into the temple. 
 
    I took Kjara’s hand briefly, and we shared a squeeze before following with Mika bringing up the rear. As we walked, I looked back at the dýrafólk and grinned. “Should I be keeping an eye on my pouches?” 
 
    He snickered. “Of course! But not from me. I don’t rob friends. But I’m not the only piranha disguised as a goldfish.” 
 
    “Point made,” I said. “Be wary of small fish.” 
 
    Kjara laughed, and our guide turned and gave us an annoyed look. Apparently the elven gods liked their places of worship to be devoid of mirth. No wonder they sent Cleena away. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and shushed my companions in my best impression of a librarian, earning another round of laughs and a second glare from our guide. 
 
    Shortly thereafter we arrived at a richly decorated waiting room where our guide took his leave, giving us a final sniff of derision on his way out. As soon as he was out of sight Mika started running all over the place, searching through the rich decor for anything of actual game value. 
 
    “Dude,” I said. “Now that we know you’ve got thief skills you’re going to go full blown klepto on us?” 
 
    He looked over and chuckled. “Hey, I’m not trying to loot the place. Just checking for hidden rooms or tunnels in case we need to get out of here quick.” 
 
    Kjara looked puzzled. “Why would we need to escape?” she asked. “They’re our allies.”  
 
    Mika shrugged. “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Just then the door opened and our guide returned with two other moon elves in tow. The first was well built and dressed in ornate armor made of some sort of lacquered wood or chitin. A two-handed sword was slung over his back, and he carried a matching helm cradled under one arm.  
 
    His bald head bore several long scars, and as he looked us over, I could feel the intensity of his gaze. His eyes scanned the room and I was pretty certain that there was very little that could avoid his notice. 
 
    The second elf was dressed in rich silk robes of the deepest blue, with a white mantle, and his jet black hair was held out of his face by a headpiece of silver wire with a large moonstone set at its center. 
 
    “Leave us,” he said and gestured to our guide who failed to hide his disappointment at being dismissed from what was likely to be a source of some juicy gossip among the temple staff. With a half-hidden glare in my direction, he left the room and closed the door, leaving us with the Vale’s leadership. 
 
    “I am High Priest Waelyn,” the elf in blue said and then gestured to his companion, “and this is Lord Hyaari, High Warden of the Vale.” 
 
    The bald elf nodded to each of us without any hint of emotion. 
 
    I bowed to each of the men in turn. “Thank you for seeing us.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kjara added and performed a more elaborate bow. “Thank you again, High Priest for hearing our request. We wouldn’t have bothered you if it wasn’t critical to the gods.” 
 
    Lord Hyaari looked skeptical, but the High Priest gave Kjara a small smile and nodded. “Yes. The Court has been quite clear in their direction.” 
 
    I smiled and opened my mouth to talk but the elf cut me off with a raised hand. 
 
    “But,” he continued, “while I may give my blessing for your quest, I am not the sole arbiter of the matter. Thus, High Warden Hyaari’s presence here today.” 
 
    *** Quest Update: Speak to the Valerian High Priest [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Agree to High Warden Hyaari’s conditions. [0/1] *** 
 
      
 
    I barely kept myself from cursing as I turned to the warden and bowed again as respectfully as I could. “High Warden,” I said. “How can we gain your permission to enter the barrows?”  
 
    He looked me directly in the eye and then did the same with both Kjara and Mika. “You were all instrumental in our battle against the enemy forces and the closing of their portals, but the barrows are a sacred place to our people. I am not sure I am comfortable with you, Saa, or the dýrafólk having access.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Surely we have proven ourselves allies in this…” I said hopefully and gestured to the High Priest. “Even the gods have indicated their blessing.” 
 
    Kjara bowed again. “I can guide them in the proper protocols, High Warden,” she said while Mika wisely remained silent. 
 
    He shook his head and looked at the High Priest who shook his head slightly. “Unfortunately, since you have chosen to serve the Lord of the Underworld as his… Ahn’ep, we cannot be assured of your conduct either.” 
 
    She frowned and pressed her lips together tightly, replying in a tight voice, “I see.” 
 
    Without missing a beat Lord Hyaari continued, “But since this mission is critical to both the Court and your Saa pantheon, I am willing to allow you access under one condition.” 
 
    I braced myself, expecting some kind of elaborate quest that would take even more time to complete. “I will require two of my own to accompany you. Two I can trust.” 
 
    I looked to my companions to get their thoughts. Kjara looked thoughtful while Mika immediately shrugged indifferently. 
 
    “As long as we can get into the dungeon and complete the mission,” the dýrafólk said. “Having a full party would be a welcome change.” 
 
    Kjara nodded slowly. “That makes sense. The Vale military is highly trained, so we wouldn’t get any schulbs. Maybe even a dedicated healer so you can live your dreams?” she said and nudged me. 
 
    I turned back to the High Warden and nodded. “We can do that.” I said.  
 
    The stoic elf’s lips curled up into a wry smile. “Good,” he said and walked over to the door. “I will send for them now.” 
 
    *** Quest Update: Agree to High Warden Hyaari’s conditions. [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Quest Complete: The Key to Success *** 
 
    *** The gates leading into the Forbidden Barrows will now allow you passage. *** 
 
      
 
    He whispered to someone on the other side of the door and turned back to us. “Now, let me tell you about the Barrows and what awaits you inside. 
 
    An aid returned with a rolled-up map and handed it to the Warden. “A runner has been dispatched, sir. Here is the map you requested.” 
 
    The warden spread the map on the table and gave us the rundown on the dungeon. The Barrows were located almost directly east of the Moonwell, surrounded by a thick wall of trees linked together with a mixture of arcane, divine, and natural wards.  
 
    The zone was broken up into four distinct quadrants surrounding a central nexus with each quadrant having its own independent sub-dimension linked to one of the elements. Each ruled by a Knight of the Fae Queen’s court.  
 
    The actual court was connected to each of the elemental zones, but could only be accessed through a portal at the center of the whole thing by those in possession of the signet rings of all four Knights. 
 
    There were four entrances to the overall zone, each one leading to a particular part of the dungeon. We could use whichever gate we wanted, depending on what element we wanted to tackle first.  
 
    According to the Warden, the barrows were originally designed as a test for those who wished to enter the service of the Valerian, but lately something dark had taken hold and the place had turned into a death trap. 
 
    A knock at the door announced another arrival, and the Warden rolled up the map and headed over to answer it, sharing another whispered conversation with whoever was on the other side. 
 
    With a nod, he looked back to us and said, “Good timing. Your companions for this venture have arrived.” 
 
    When he opened the door, two figures walked in and Kjara and I both let out a long sigh as they came fully into view. 
 
    “Well, spank my ass and call me Charlie,” Cynnedwyn said as she looked us over. “If it isn’t Ms. Kjara Warrior Princess and the bane of my grandson’s scrotal sackula.” 
 
    Faebio just looked at us and smiled like the cat who’d caught the canary as he saluted High Warden Hyaari. “Reporting for duty, sir!” 
 
    “At ease,” the elven warden said. “The arrangements have been made. Thank you for volunteering for this, Captain. And for bringing the situation to my attention. The people would never have forgiven me if something were to happen to the barrows because some servants of a foreign god were granted unsupervised access.” 
 
    Faebio’s gaze turned towards me again and he gave a small shrug. “Of course, sir,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” the High Warden replied with a nod. “We’ll leave you to your planning. Report in when you‘ve achieved your goal.” 
 
    While the two even leaders took their leave, I looked over to Cynnedwyn to see what she thought of her grandson’s maneuvering, but she was too busy ogling the departing nobles to notice. 
 
    Well, I thought. This’ll be fun… 
 
    *** 
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    Faebio walked over and flashed me a triumphant grin. “What’s up, party members?” he said, beaming as if he had won some kind of victory. 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “Not much,” she replied without a care in the world. “Hold on a sec and I’ll shoot you an invite so we can get started.” 
 
    Faebio’s smile cracked a little at her lack of reaction but he recovered quickly. “Great! I’ve been trying to get a group together for the Barrows for-ev-er, but the stupid Argent Moon idiots keep cock blocking me.” 
 
    “Language!” Cynnedwyn scolded and Gibbs-smacked her grandson on the back of the head before addressing us. “It’ll be good to do some good old-fashioned dungeon crawling again.” 
 
    The sun elf glared at his grandma and then turned back to me. “How do you plan on getting past the Argent Moon’s gank squad?” 
 
    I shrugged. “They’ll get over it eventually.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn looked at my face and then started cracking up, gasping out her words between bouts of cackling. “Oh you sweet summer child!”  
 
    Faebio looked between her and the rest of us and his smile completely disappeared. “Oh… damn. I forgot you guys are newbs to the Vale. The Argent Moon are like, everywhere. If they want to make your life hell, your life’s going to be hell. I figured if you had the balls to break their xp farm you had some way to deal with the backlash…” 
 
    Cynnedwyn was still cracking up. “That’s just brilliant. You’ve kicked the proverbial bear in the balls. This should be rich.”  
 
    Mika laughed. “I’m pretty sure that Kheph here is the luckiest mother-effer in the game, but I don’t think luck’s gonna be enough this time.” 
 
    Kjara gave the dýrafólk a sardonic grin. “We’ll figure something out,” she said and then looked to the two newest additions to the party. “We’re open to ideas?” 
 
    “Bunch of twat nuggets, that lot,” Cynnedwyn said and then spit on the temple floor. “Don’t wanna share their toys with the rest of us so they put together a group of bullies to make things hard for those who don’t fall in line.” 
 
    I rubbed my bald head absently. “They can’t just attack us, right? The guards’ll help?” I said, gesturing to Faellwyndyr. “Especially with el Capitan here in our group.” 
 
    Kjara chuckled. “Sure that won’t make them more likely to attack us?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn snorted. “Depends on if they care about their rep anymore. Without the battleground to grind, they’ll probably head off for easier pastures,” she said and then grinned at me. “After they get a piece of dat ass.”  
 
    Kjara gave her a glare and the druidess laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m sure there will be enough ass left for you to ogle. Don’t think I didn’t see you looking.” 
 
    I laughed and then saw Kjara was blushing a little, which only increased my mirth. “It’s okay, beautiful.” I said and then started doing that butt shaking dance that only an uncoordinated white man can do. “You can watch this money maker as much as you like.” 
 
    She hung her head in her hands, embarrassment warring with the humor of the situation. 
 
    Mika gave me a look of disgust and shook his head. “Really?” 
 
    I shrugged, slipping an arm around Kjara. “Anyone got any ideas?” 
 
    “Murder. I vote for murder,” Mika said, earning a loud cackle from the Cynnedwyn. 
 
    “Oh, I like the way he thinks,” she said with a wicked grin. “But I’m not making the first move. I’ve worked too hard for my position in the Eldyrwood grove to go full murderhobo, but if they come at me, I’ll be happy to put make them plant food.” 
 
    Faellwyndyr grinned. “Always willing to blast some fools. Pew Pew Pew!” he yelled, making finger-guns like an old school gangster rap video. “Plus, if they attack us I can have the guards arrest them. Assaulting a Captain of the Vale and all that.” 
 
    Kjara snorted and glanced between our new allies. “So, what do you guys have up your sleeves?” 
 
    Curious myself, I used Analyze on the pair. 
 
    *** <Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Cynnedwyn, Moon Elf Druid [Wyrdweaver], Level 16, Scion of the Eldyrwood *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Deep Roots, Bear’s Vigor, Trickster’s Choice*** 
 
    *** Weakness: Necromancy, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Wisdom, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    *** <Party Member> *** 
 
    *** Faellwyndyr, Sun Elf Mage [Flamecaller], Level 16, Captain of the Moonguard *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Calm Before the Storm, Cautious Approach, Illuminating Wave *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Mental Attacks *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Intelligence, Wisdom *** 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I tell you to stop staring at my goods,” Cynnedwyn said and puffed out her chest. She glanced over to Kjara and said, “Your man’s got a wandering eye,” and gave me a wink. 
 
    I groaned and raised my hands in protest. “I’m not staring at your-”  
 
    The two moon elves burst into laughter almost simultaneously. 
 
    “Pay up,” Kjara said after her amusement subsided, and the druidess handed her a gold coin. She blew me a playful kiss and slipped the coin into her pouch.  
 
    I just shook my head. “Whatever. Can we get back to the important parts?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s smile grew, and she shifted to thrust out her bosom again. “That’s what we were discussing.” 
 
    Kjara came over and gave me a quick kiss. “Okay. We’ve had our fun,” she said and looked back to Faebio and his crazy grandma. “DPS? Heals?” 
 
    “So much DPS,” the sun elf said, creating a ball of white-hot fire in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Sounds about right for a Flamecaller,” I said and looked to Cynnedwyn. “Never heard of a Wyrdweaver before though.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” she said. “Hell, most of the classes in this game aren’t anything I’ve seen before.” She gestured towards me. “At least yours is pretty easy. ‘Adept of Anpu’ makes sense for a priest,” she said and waived towards Kjara, “but what the fuck is an Ahn’ep? And half of the Njord have weird Swedish names or something.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Game’s still pretty new. Eventually everything will be in a wiki or something, but until then we can enjoy the mystery.” 
 
    She harrumphed. “Mystery is all well and good until a toon wearing plate and swinging a two-handed sword with a class that sounds like something you’d buy at Ikea shoots you in the face with a fireball they pulled out of their ass.” 
 
    Mika laughed. “You have a problem with men putting their balls in your face, Cyn?” he said, and for a second the druidess was speechless. 
 
    “Good one, Mickey,” she said and then tapped her chin with a finger, “but the last balls I—“ 
 
    “Grandma!” Faebio yelled. “Come On!” 
 
    She grinned. “On no, Billy. He didn’t-“  
 
    “Ahh! LA LA LA LA,” the sun elf said as he walked away, fingers firmly in his ears to drown out anything else she had to say. 
 
    She snickered. “It’s way too easy.” 
 
    Kjara shook her head. “He’s your grandson though, isn’t that a bit… crude?” 
 
    The druidess smiled. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. He’s not a baby. Plus, grossing him out is a fitting punishment for him trying to ditch me.” 
 
    “So,” I said after a pause, “what does a Wyrdweaver do?” 
 
    She laughed and shrugged. “What does a Wyrdweaver not do?” she said. “My base Druid class has some elemental attacks, and decent healing, but my spec focuses more on buffs and debuffs. The class schtick is putting curses on the enemy that steal their stats and give them to my party. I weave our fates together with the enemy, then steal theirs.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty powerful,” Kjara said. “You weaken the enemies and buff us instead?” 
 
    I held up a hand. “All I heard was ‘decent healing.’” 
 
    Kjara laughed and smiled at the druidess. “Think you can keep the party healed?” 
 
    “Once my wyrds are out, I can heal or DPS. I’m bi-spectual,” she said with a grin. 
 
    Faebio groaned again from across the room, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “We can split the healing based on what we’re up against. And with three casters in the party, we should have a bunch of buffs too.” 
 
    I turned to the sun elf, “Do you have any spells other than nukes?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve got a damage shield I can put on our tank. It’ll soak some damage and burn the attacker. Keeps the aggro on the tank too. And I can create a wall of fire for some crowd control.” 
 
    “Nice!” I said. “Seems like we’ve got a pretty good composition going.” 
 
    Faebio gestured to Kjara. “She’s the tank?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nah. Amenhotep’s got that covered,” she said and winked at me. “At least when Kheph doesn’t blow himself up. I can tank but I’m not very good at the whole aggro management bit. My skills are more focused on DPS.” 
 
    “What’s an Amenhotep?” Cynnedwyn asked. 
 
    Kjara smiled. “He’s a guardian from the Temple of the Restless Dead.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I added. “He’s a literal tank of a man… well, of a mummy. Heavy armor, giant shield, and a solid set of tanking skills.” 
 
    “A mummy?” Faebio asked. “Like that Tom Cruise movie?” 
 
    “Ew. No,” I replied, glaring at the sun elf disdainfully. “More like Brendan Fraser.” 
 
    “Good flick,” Cynnedwyn said. “So, a summon tank. Sure he’ll be good enough for a real dungeon?” 
 
    Mika snorted. “Mummy-man’s solid. He may be a bit creepy-looking, but he’s a good tank.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. He’s not like a pet from other games.” I said and rubbed my chin absently, remembering when Amenhotep had driven that point home. “Treat him like part of the team and everything will be good.”  
 
    “If you say so,” Faebio said. “As long as he can keep me from getting hit, he can be whatever he wants.” 
 
    “Too bad the big guy’s on the bench ‘til tomorrow since Kheph got him blown up earlier,” Mika added. 
 
    “Hah!” Faebio said with a laugh. “How’d you manage that?” 
 
    I sighed. “I didn’t realize that spider webs were explosive, okay, but doesn’t matter anyway. Had a chat with my god after the battleground and Amenhotep is back in the game.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn looked us over. “And what do you three bring to the table?”  
 
    “Well,” I replied. “I summon the tank, heal, and can support with either ranged or melee DPS. I can off-tank a little too, but I don’t have any aggro management.” 
 
    Kjara stepped in next. “Melee DPS primarily, but I can do ranged DPS with my bow. Tanking if absolutely necessary… but not well.” 
 
    “I stab things until they die from it,” Mika said, making a stabbing motion. “And deal with traps and locks and that sort of thing.” 
 
    The druidess nodded. “Let’s get this done before I die of old age, shall we?” 
 
    *** 
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    The barrows were directly north of us with the southernmost gate not too far from our current location. Getting there would still involve a trek through the streets… and whatever the Argent Moon had prepared, but at least we didn’t have that much ground to cover. 
 
    I peeked out of the temple’s front door and wasn’t at all surprised to see several players wearing Argent Moon colors lurking around the edges of the clearing. “Well, this is going to be a shitshow.” 
 
    “Nah,” Faebio replied with a flippant wave. “Like we said before, if they attack us, they’ll have to deal with the guards. Just wait for the next patrol to go by and then we can tag along. Like our own NPC escort.” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “Beats getting mumped every time we step foot outside.” 
 
    Mika looked thoughtful. “We can fight back, right? Shank ‘em in self-defense?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s lips split in an evil grin. “Yep. They attack us and it’s cue the murder music.” 
 
    I shook my head. Apparently being a murderhobo was a recessive trait, and now that we had two of them in the party it was out in full force. “Try not to get us killed, okay?” I said. “Getting to the dungeon is more important than taking down some idiots.” 
 
    Kjara nodded in agreement. “Better safe than sorry though,” she said, loosening her swords in their scabbards and making sure her bow was readily available.  
 
    “Buff up, I guess,” I said and got to casting. I cast Jackal’s Tooth on Kjara and Mika’s weapons before doing the same to my spear, and then casting Aset’s Mantle on everyone. Every bit of protection helped. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Jackal’s Tooth spell! Rank 9 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aset’s Mantle spell! Rank 7 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    Faebio’s damage shield went on Kjara for the time being, creating a flickering aura of fire that clung to her like a second skin. We didn’t want to risk having Amenhotep taken out before we reached the dungeon, so she got the honor of tanking. 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s buffs were mostly self only, or required an enemy to drain from, but she was able to give us all a minor buff to a physical stat of our choice, invoking various animal spirits. Mika and Kjara chose agility while the rest of us took constitution for some added health. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s rock!” Mika said, fading into stealth. 
 
    As soon as the next patrol came by, we headed out. The fastest route to the dungeon would take us along the main road to the east until it met up with another path leading north. I didn’t anticipate the rep requirements for the zone to be a problem for the guild who’d been farming the battleground, but there was a small chance that not everyone had access. 
 
    The downside of following the patrol was the speed, but the alternative was pretty bleak. Seconds after we left the safety of the Temple a cry went up among the Argent Moon sentries letting their nearby allies know that we’d emerged. 
 
    “Run!” Kjara yelled, and we took off down the road, trying to put the guards between us and the enemy as we booked it towards the dungeon. 
 
    The road ended in a wall of gigantic trees blocking the way. Glowing runes were carved into the bark, and the area between the trees was filled with a lush tangle of all sorts of plant life. Between the two center-most trees was a swirling vortex of energy the color of the midday sun, framed by vines woven to resemble Celtic knotwork. 
 
    Faellwyndyr pointed towards the gateway and yelled, “Quick! Through the portal! If we make it through, they shouldn’t be able to follow us.” 
 
    I looked back at the pursuing players, some of which had drawn bows or spells ready to fire. “Easy for you to say,” I yelled back, falling behind due to my heavier armor and much lower dexterity. 
 
    Kjara slowed down and drew her blades, but I waved her on. “You guys go. I’ll buy you some time.” 
 
    “Hey, you may be kinda tough but I’m pretty sure that mob back there’s going to murder you easily,” she said. 
 
    I grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    She looked skeptical. “Don’t keep me waiting too long. I really don’t wanna have to deal with the rest of these guys while we wait for you to respawn and get back here.” 
 
    I watched as she and the other two elves continued ahead and pushed myself a bit faster, gunning for an optimal position to execute Operation GTFO. 
 
    Mika faded into view far ahead of the rest of the party and threw a mock salute as he ducked through the portal. Seconds later Cynnedwyn passed through, her lower legs looking disturbingly like those of an ostrich. 
 
    Kjara and Faebio were almost there, but I didn’t get a chance to see them go through before the spells and arrows started falling around me. 
 
    A bolt of lightning crashed into my back and sent me skidding along the ground. My health dropped by a quarter, and I could feel the burned flesh on my back protesting as I whipped my shield around.  
 
    Ping, ping, ping! Three arrows ricocheted off my shield and fell to the ground, and I turned to get a better look at my attackers. 
 
    Before me was chaos. The Elven patrol had stopped their sedate pacing and turned on the Argent Moon crowd, calling for the surrender of those who’d made their attacks. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, those who hadn’t taken action yet were standing unmolested. A few made the mistake of trying to assist their companions and suffered the full wrath of the elven soldiers.  
 
    A flare burst overhead like a firework, and horns from the watch answered from the surrounding districts as more elves started making their way to the area to get things under control. 
 
    I slowly backed towards the dungeon portal, careful to keep my shield raised to block any additional attacks. 
 
    Most of the enemy was tied up with the guards, but a party of the more savvy players had moved around the scuffle and were headed my way, weapons at the ready. Their leader was a sun elf wearing some of the most intricately embroidered robes I’d ever seen, and when I activated Analyze on her, it became quite clear why. 
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Silvermoon d’Argent, Sun Elf Priest [Áine], Level 24 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100%, SP: 96% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: ??? *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ???. *** 
 
    *** Weakness: ??? *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: ??? *** 
 
      
 
    Holy shit! Level 24, I mentally cursed. She must have been playing non-stop since launch. That or the xp for the battleground was really, really good despite the level penalties. 
 
    Her companions weren’t far behind, either. Standing directly behind her was Captain Ugly himself, the Zoujin aptly named Cruud. And on either side stood the sun elven priest Alistair and the wizard Elloise. And they both held spells charged, ready to let loose. 
 
    “You might as well give up now, dumb ass.” Silvermoon said coldly. “You have no idea what you cost us, but you’re going to pay for it. You should get used to whatever afterlife the Saa have waiting for them because you’re going to be spending a lot of time there.” 
 
    I looked with feigned confusion. “Not sure what you mean. All I did was, you know, win the battleground. It’s kind of the point?” 
 
    She glared and started charging a spell of her own. “Are you stupid? This place was an xp mine. We had a good thing going, and you and your people killed it, for what?” 
 
    Her voice took on a mocking tone. “Blah, blah, storyline, blah blah what my character would do blah. Idiots!” 
 
    Cruud chuckled and spoke in his deep, gravely voice, “Newbs.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t understand. All I could hear around the Deep Tide’s cock in your mouth was…” I said and made some garbled choking noises. 
 
    Her face went white with rage. “Kill him.” 
 
    Three beams of intense light erupted from the trio of sun elves and collided with the invulnerability bubble of Shield of Faith that I’d triggered as soon as she opened her mouth. 
 
    Thanks, Stole of Akutokomun, I thought. The expressions on their faces were priceless. 
 
    And for the grand finale, I triggered Aspect of the Falcon and launched myself through the air, flashing them the middle finger as I soared the rest of the way to the portal. 
 
    As I crossed the threshold, Silvermoon’s screams of rage were music to my ears.  
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Endurance and have reached Rank 14! *** 
 
    *** 
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    The portal felt like being submerged in a pool of liquid heat, similar to a Sun-gate, but much more intense, and when I emerged on the other side it became pretty clear why. 
 
    The inside of the ring of trees looked nothing like what I expected. The air was hazy and full of smoke, and it was hot. Hotter than the Saa desert at high noon. The smell of burning sulfur hung in the air, and visibility was limited to maybe thirty feet in all directions.  
 
    My companions stood before a large, slanted door set into the side of a massive earthen hill. Kjara had her waterskin out and was using it to soak her hair when I arrived. She looked up as I approached and smiled. “Glad you made it. I wanted to check on you and see what was going on but,” she said and then gestured behind me. “No dice.” 
 
    I glanced back and frowned. There was no portal, just an unmarked tangle of vegetation extending as far as I could see. “Huh. Guess there’s no turning back... Not like I wanted to go back out there anyway.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn looked over. “Didn’t realize it was going to be hotter than the devil’s taint in here. Going to need to find some water or we won't have to worry about whatever’s inside, we’ll sweat to death first.” 
 
    Faebio was already soaked in sweat. His thick, plush robes did nothing to help the situation. I grabbed a waterskin from my backpack and tossed it to him. “Drink up, golden boy. You do not want to deal with the headache the dehydration debuff brings with it.” 
 
    He nodded and started drinking, chugging it down. 
 
    “Slow it down, Billy,” his grandmother said. “Don’t know if we’ll need it later.” 
 
    I waved her off. “I can make more,” I said and then paused. “Wait a minute. You’re a druid. Isn’t that something you should know? Creating water. Growing berries or something for food.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Like I was going to waste my points on that? Bah.” 
 
    Kjara chuckled. “Well, good thing Kheph is a vending machine.” 
 
    I felt something cold against my side and looked down to see Mika with a copper piece, trying to slide it into my belt. “I’ll have some Cool Ranch Doritos, please.” 
 
    “Dude,” I said, batting his hand away. “That’s just creepy. I’m not a stripper.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn cackled. “Oh, be nice, Kheph. Mickey just wants some sausage.” 
 
    Kjara put her arm around me possessively. “I’ll protect your virtue from the bad, bad mouse, James.”  
 
    Mika chuckled and took his coin back. “Fine. Just figured the food buffs would be helpful,” he said and headed over to examine the door. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cynnedwyn lean down to non-whisper in Mika’s ear, “She just wants all the sausage for herself.” 
 
    Faebio snorted and I blushed a deep crimson, earning another round of cackling from the dirty old lady.  
 
    With a deep sigh, I left the laughing elves behind and headed over to help with the door. 
 
    The entire thing was carved to look like a giant sheet of flame surrounding a flat disk engraved with a small paragraph of text written in a flowery script that I assumed was elven. 
 
    Mika was poring over it intently, taking notes in a small book he’d produced from his pouch. “This might take a little while.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Take your time,” I said and then switched to a whisper as I looked over to where Kjara and the other elves were talking about something I couldn’t make out. “I need to do some character maintenance anyhow.” 
 
    He glanced back and saw where I was looking and snickered before turning back to the door. “Better get to that before your lady finds out you’ve been slacking.”  
 
    With a mental push, I brought up my character sheet. 
 
    CHARACTER STATISTICS 
 
    Name:Kheph Sa’tep 
 
    Race:Human, Saa (Awakened) 
 
    Class:Priest of Anpu 
 
    Level:18Awakened Rank: 3 
 
    Experience: 110291/117000 
 
    Hit Points: 919/919 
 
    Mana: 1120/1120 
 
    Endurance: 702/702  
 
    Divine Favor: 76 
 
    Attributes (Modifier):  
 
    --Strength (+2):15 (+3) 
 
    --Agility (+1):12 (+2) 
 
    --Constitution (+4):18 (+6) 
 
    --Intelligence:12 (+2) 
 
    --Wisdom (+2):15 (+3) 
 
    --Presence (+3):23 (+7) 
 
    --Fortune (+2):14 (+3) 
 
    Racial Skills: 
 
    --Child of the Sun 
 
    --Martial Training 
 
    --Son of the Sun 
 
    --Aspect of War 
 
    --Aspect of Light 
 
    --Aspect of the Falcon 
 
    Class Skills: 
 
    --Blessing of the Gods 
 
    --Divine Blessing 
 
    --Temple Training 
 
    --Child of the Underworld 
 
    Boons and Blessings: 
 
    --Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened) 
 
    Combat Skills: (Available: 2)  
 
    --Spear: 17 [71%] 
 
    --Shield: 13 [42%] 
 
    --Medium Armor: 15 [76%] 
 
    --Endurance: 14 [12%] 
 
    --Precision Strike: 15 [60%] 
 
    --Charioteer: 7 [20%] 
 
    General Skills: (Available: 6) 
 
    --Armorer: 11 [63%] 
 
    --Cooking: 6 [0%] 
 
    --Discerning Eye: 17 [63%] 
 
    --First Aid: 17 [42%] 
 
    --Literacy (Saa): 2 [84%] 
 
    --Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [91%] 
 
    --Survival (Desert): 2 [46%] 
 
    --Weaponsmith: 4 [63%] 
 
    --Lore (Necromancy): 3 [65%] 
 
    --Riding: 1 [92%] 
 
    --Teamster: 5 [14%] 
 
    Divine (Available: 2) 
 
      Skills 
 
      --Combat Caster: 17 [72%] 
 
      --Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A] 
 
      --Exorcism: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Spellcrafting: 3 [68%] 
 
      --Aura of the Underworld: 7 [20%] 
 
      --Divine Channel: 3 [N/A] 
 
      Spells 
 
      --Soothing Touch:  10 [85%] 
 
      --Sunstrike:  7 [85%] 
 
      --Jackal’s Tooth:  9 [2%] 
 
      --Beacon of Life:  2 [42%] 
 
      --Purifying Touch: 6 [10%] 
 
      --Flamestrike: 6 [42%] 
 
      --Sever Bonds: 1 [25%] 
 
      --Summon Legionnaire: 2 [44%] 
 
      --Cure Wounds: 17 [55%] 
 
      --Sehkmet's Cleansing: 7 [0%] 
 
      --Purification: 3 [50%] 
 
      --Call the Dead: 1 [66%] 
 
      --Create Food and Water: 2 [25%] 
 
      --Aset’s Mantle: 6 [23%] 
 
      
 
    The sweltering heat was already sapping my stamina, so I put a point into Endurance right off the bat, bringing it up to magic rank fifteen. My Shield skill was almost halfway to the next rank. I really didn’t want to sacrifice that progress, but I had a feeling that a single point could be the difference between a successful block and a gruesome death in a dungeon at this level, so I clenched my jaw and upped it. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Endurance skill to 15! Healing received now restores a small percentage of stamina in addition to mending your wounds. *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 14! *** 
 
      
 
    I had six General skill points to spend, but only two general skills applicable to the current situation. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 18! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your First Aid skill to 18! *** 
 
      
 
    The Divine points were hard to let go of, and I debated holding on to them just in case something new came along, but a glimpse of Kjara approaching out of the corner of my eye spurred me on. I dropped them into what I figured would be the most useful for the dungeon.  
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Cure Wounds spell to 18! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Sehkmet’s Cleansing skill to 8! *** 
 
      
 
    Mika was sitting in front of the door with several pieces of parchment laid out in front of him, held down by rocks when the elves arrived. 
 
    Kjara looked at Mika curiously and turned to me. “What’s he doing?” 
 
    “Some sort of puzzle on the door,” I said with a shrug. “He seemed pretty into it, so I let him do his thing.” 
 
    “Ooo, I love puzzles,” Faebio said and looked at the door, reading aloud, “Place thy hand upon the disk to begin thy trial.” 
 
    He looked over with a confused look. “What’s the puzzle?” 
 
    Mika’s head snapped up. “What? How did you decipher the code so fast?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn looked over at the door. “What code? It’s written in elven.” 
 
    I turned away to try and hide my expression, but that just brought Kjara into view which just made the entire situation even more humorous. Literacy strikes again! 
 
    Meanwhile Mika was tearing up the paper scraps and cursing under his breath. “Arg! Why didn’t you tell me sooner!” 
 
    The two literate elves just shrugged, and Faebio said with an exasperated look. “Sorry. Grandma was busy trying to embarrass me more.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond but thought better of it and gestured towards the door instead. “Anyone have any clues as to what’s inside?” 
 
    Mika raised a hand. “I’m thinking something… Fiery?” 
 
    Kjara looked over at him. “Really?” and he just shrugged. 
 
    Faebio looked slightly worried. “Yeah. I may have a problem.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn just cackled. “Told ye that spec wasn’t going to be the best option.” 
 
    Realization dawned on me. “Oh… yeah. You’re a fire mage, and fire is definitely not something we wanna be flinging around in there. You have any other offensive spells?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “I’ve got a Force Bolt spell, but I didn’t raise it very far before switching over to Flame Dart.” 
 
    “At least it’s something,” I replied. “Might not do a lot at first but it’ll probably level fast with use.” 
 
    Something else dawned on me and I hung my head with a groan. “You’ve got damaging spells that aren’t fire based, right Cyn?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m a druid.” 
 
    “Guess I’ll be healing this one then,” I said. 
 
    Kjara wrapped an arm around me. “Don’t worry, James. You can rain holy fire down in the next one.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Remind me to learn some non-fire spells next time I level,” I said and moved towards the door. “Guess it’s time to summon the big man.” 
 
    *** 
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    After a brief discussion, we decided that Faebio was going to be the one to open the door. He argued for a while, but in the end couldn’t refute our rock-solid logic. First off, it had to be an elf. Elf writing, elf gods, etc… 
 
    Kjara was right out since the dungeon was supposed to be a test for the supplicants of the elven pantheon, and she wasn’t playing for team Valerian anymore. Go Anpu! 
 
    Cynnedwyn had a similar conflict, or at least that’s what she claimed. I was ninety percent sure she was lying her ass off just so Faebio had to do it, but I was okay with that. 
 
    I summoned Amenhotep and filled him in on the current situation, and after a piercing look that told me quite plainly how stupid I’d been the day before we were ready to roll. 
 
    The sun elf moved up to the door and reached out tentatively towards the stone disk, his face tense with worry as his hand got closer and closer. As soon as his flesh touched stone, the entire door came alive. 
 
    The stone transformed into a curtain of flames, blasting us with a wave of heat as the opening was filled with flames. The fire burned brightly for a few seconds before winking out, revealing the way forward.  
 
    The walls were made of jet-black stone with veins of bright, flickering red spidering through that provided just enough light for sensitive elven eyes to see by. 
 
    *** Quest Received: Proving Your Worth *** 
 
    *** Many seek audience with Her Majesty, Áine an Fíor, Queen of the Cúirt na Sióg, but few are worthy. Enter the domains of the Elemental Knights and obtain their Signet rings. Only then will you be able to open the way to the Fae Court and obtain the blessings only the queen can bestow. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Domhan [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Dóiteáin [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Uisce [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Aer [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Open the way to the Cúirt na Sióg [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Blessing of Queen Áine an Fíor [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, currency, Reputation with all Moon Elven factions, a Blessing from Queen Áine *** 
 
      
 
    Faebio backed up and gestured down the tunnel, glancing nervously at Amenhotep’s massive form. “After you.” 
 
    The mummy turned his glowing eyes on the sun elf and I heard a mental chuckle as Faebio took a hurried step backwards. 
 
    Kjara and Cynnedwyn followed, leaving Faebio and me to bring up the rear. “Don’t worry,” I said and patted the mage on the shoulder. “You should have seen Kjara’s face when I first summoned him.” 
 
    “I heard that,” she called from ahead. I smiled and drew my spear, readying myself for action. 
 
    We followed the tunnel deeper and deeper into the earth until any hint of the world above was drowned out by the oppressive heat and dull red glow of the Fire Barrow. 
 
    Amenhotep came to a stop and motioned for the rest of us to come forward. The tunnel was wide enough for three to stand abreast, so we had to take turns taking in the view. 
 
    There were four large, reptilian creatures whose bodies blended in almost perfectly with the surrounding stone. Each had six clawed limbs, a wedge-shaped head, and a thick tail. They were covered in dark, shiny scales that leaked a dull red light from underneath.But the most troubling part was the network of even deeper black veins that covered almost every inch of the reptiles. 
 
    I used Analyze, hoping it would work from this distance and sighed when the info came streaming in. 
 
    *** Corrupted Salamander Sentinel, Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Child of Flame *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Cold, Water *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    “These things have the same corrupting veins as the undead in the last dungeon,” I said, looking between Kjara and Mika. 
 
    “You’re not going to heal them again, right?” Mika said. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I think these guys are completely hosed. There’s no corruption percent.” 
 
    The dýrafólk nodded. “Good. I need the xp.” 
 
    Faebio and Cynnedwyn looked lost, so I gave them the TL;DR version of the Tomb and how the corruption mechanic worked, which seemed to satisfy their curiosity. 
 
    “Ready to pull?” Kjara asked with a look at Faebio, her twin khopeshes held ready.  
 
    The wizard cracked a smile and nodded. “Here goes nothing,” he said and thrust a hand out towards the giant lizards. Bolts of force shot out of his hands and flew through the air like heat-seeking missiles. 
 
    “Hah!” Kjara laughed. “He cast Magic Missile! He attacked the darkness.” 
 
    I turned on Aura of the Underworld, and watched the bolts grow by a tiny bit as the buff granted to my allies went into effect. 
 
    The bolts slammed into the lead creature’s head, dropping its health by a sliver but serving its purpose. The creature’s solid black eyes turned towards us as it reared up and hissed. “Intrudersssss! We sssshall feassssssst on your sssssouls!” 
 
    “What the…” Faebio cried. “They talk!” 
 
    The speaker smiled, revealing a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth that would make the Cheshire Cat jealous. It reached into the wall with its topmost limbs and when it pulled them out, each hand held a wicked looking scimitar formed of the same substance as the wall, with edges glowing with the bright red of molten steel. 
 
    “Well twist my tits and call me Anastasia,” Cynnedwyn said. “Hope your mummy man doesn’t have an issue with fire.” 
 
    Amenhotep didn’t bother answering, setting his shield and preparing as the Sentinels charged. When they were almost upon him, he slammed his shield to the ground, using his Shockwave skill to taunt the enemy. 
 
    The four Salamanders turned their hungry gazes upon the Temple Guardian and piled in, rearing up on their hind legs while their weapons and claws tried to find a way past his tower shield and quickly moving khopesh. 
 
    Cynnedwyn raised her arms and started chanting. A flock of spectral ravens materialized and winged towards the Salamanders. They swooped in, raking their claws along the enemies’ flanks, but instead of physical wounds they left cuts of a more spiritual nature. 
 
    The birds’ ghostly talons reached into the Salamander’s body and drew forth streams of blood red energy. They wheeled around, dragging it behind them as they plunged into Amenhotep’s chest, connecting him to the afflicted Salamander with a glowing crimson tether.  
 
    Seconds later a convocation of eagles followed suit, connecting me to the enemy with a glowing golden tether.  
 
    *** You have been affected by the Wyrd of the Eagle. Your Presence has been amplified! *** 
 
      
 
    Whoever on the dev team had thought up the Wyrdweaver class was either a madman or a genius. I could feel a low thrum of power coursing through me from the linked salamander. I was tempted to bring up my character sheet to see the actual bonus, but didn’t want to chance missing a critical heal.  
 
    While the zoo was being deployed, Kjara and Mika had been busy cutting into the corrupted lizards as Faebio blasted them with more magic missiles and I did my best to keep our tank up.  
 
    The super-heated edges of the Sentinel’s weaponry were doing quite a number on the mummy. His bandage wrapped form was extra vulnerable to fire-based attacks. 
 
    Our only saving grace was that the creatures fought wildly. They had four arms, but seemed to lack any sense of coordination. It was almost as if the corruption had robbed them of something. 
 
    The first two creatures fell simultaneously under the combined blades of Mika and Kjara, with the occasional magic missile barrage from our sun elven companion, but those deaths made things more complicated. Upon death, the bodies exploded into balls of pure contradiction: Freezing Flames. 
 
    The blasts rocked our front line, dropping Mika’s health into the red and leaving both Kjara and Amenhotep not much better off. To make things even worse, the blast coated them in a thin layer of rime that slowed their reaction time and left them open to the attacks of the remaining Sentinels. 
 
    Cynnedwyn cursed, spitting out a string of profanity that would make an entire boatload of sailors decide to reform their ways, and whipped her arms in a wide arc. A powerful gust of wind pushed the salamanders back, buying me enough time to fling some healing. 
 
    The warm golden bolts of healing energy splashed into Mika as he scampered backwards away from the corrupted reptiles, knocking the frost from his flesh. I healed Amenhotep and Kjara as well, bringing them out of danger. All three were still at less than half, but unless they decide to stand in any more explosions, they should be fine. 
 
    “Let’s go, Billy,” Cyn called out. “Time to give these overgrown newts the what for!”  
 
    Faebio glanced at his grandmother and frowned. “What? I’m casting the best non-fiery spell I’ve got.” 
 
    Cyn ignored his objection and moved off to the side where she could get a clear shot at the remaining salamanders who were still attempting to unwrap their Amenhotep-shaped present.  
 
    Bolts of moonlight shot out of her palms and struck the closest creature in the torso, burning a deep hole in the mass of black veins infesting its body. Its health dropped to half, and it froze for a second, stunned.  
 
    Not one to miss an opportunity, Kjara leapt forward and slashed both of her blades across the creature’s throat. Her glowing blades sliced through the creature’s tough hide, splashing dark blood onto the stone floor.  
 
    The creature’s health bar disappeared, but before it could fall and do its whole exploding act, she screamed, “This! Is! Sparta!” and kicked the body further down the tunnel. 
 
    The only one caught in the explosion was the remaining salamander, but instead of being hurt by the explosion, it was revitalized. The black veins covering its skin grew and started to pulse in time with the creature’s heartbeat. 
 
    Mika’s dagger slipped in and opened a long slash in the salamander’s stomach. Instead of blood, a liquid darkness spilled from the wound, sizzling as it splashed the dýrafólk’s arm. He screamed and rolled backwards, batting at the frostbitten patches that grew with every passing second. 
 
    I cursed and cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on the rogue, hoping it would be effective against whatever affliction the shadowy blood had applied. The spell washed over him, and he let out a sigh of relief before heading back in. 
 
    A bolt of healing followed him in, restoring his arms and closing other wounds covering his body. 
 
    The final salamander gasped out its last breath and took a trip through the air courtesy of Amenhotep’s shield bash. The explosion marked the end of the encounter, and unfortunately the chance of getting any loot for the battle… unless you were a fan of Salamander Salsa. 
 
    *** Your party has killed 4 Corrupted Salamander Sentinels! Your party gains 1292xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    My mana was sitting at twenty-five percent, and we were all exhausted. Fighting in the sweltering heat was not fun. I chugged almost an entire waterskin, and seeing me imbibing of the most delicious of dihydrogen monoxide, my companions followed suit.  
 
    “You need water, man?” I asked, looking at Amenhotep. 
 
    “No, Adept,” he projected. “I do not need such things any longer.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    “Okay. Figured I’d ask.” 
 
    Kjara tossed me her skin. “I could use a refill.” Three other empty waterskins followed in quick succession, bouncing off of me when I failed to catch them.  
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. “Hold your horses.”   
 
    Create Food and Water wasn’t a quick spell, but it wasn’t long before I had our bellies and skins full, with enough left over to drench our hair and clothing for some additional temperature control. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Create Food and Water spell! Rank 3 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** 
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    The tunnel continued downward, eventually opening up into a large room filled almost entirely with lava. The stone pathway formed a bridge across the room, rising about six inches above the bubbling liquid. 
 
    Mika paused at the threshold of the bridge and turned back. “I don’t like the look of this.” 
 
    Faebio walked up and looked around. “Doesn’t look too bad. The bridge isn’t even narrow enough to be a challenge,” he said and took a few steps onto the stone expanse. He turned around. “See?” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “I guess… but be on guard. You never know--” 
 
    Before she could finish her thought there was a plopping sound as something shot out of the lava and landed on the sun elf’s shoulder. 
 
    Clinging to his robes was a tiny version of the salamander’s we’d just fought, with drops of lava still clinging to its miniature body. It was super cute.  
 
    Faebio looked down and smiled at the little lizard. “Aww,” he said. “Isn’t it adorable? Think I can keep it as a pet?”  
 
    There was another plop and a second salamander joined the first, its miniature claws scrambling for a good hold. Faebio’s amusement quickly turned to concern as a series of pops heralded even more lizards leaping out of the lava. 
 
    It was funny at first, watching the sun elf stumble and more and more miniature lizards popped out of the lava and piled on, but then the screaming started. Seems the little guys wanted more than just a little cuddle from their new sun elf friend. They wanted a meal. 
 
    Faebio collapsed under the weight of the pile of lizards as we leapt into action.  
 
    Amenhotep slammed his shield into the ground, sending out a shockwave that shaved the lizards off of the fallen elf, sending them flying in all directions. Unfortunately, Faebio was clipped by the attack as well, and collapsed, stunned, to the bridge.  
 
    Kjara and Mika each grabbed a hold of one of the sun elf’s ankles and pulled him unceremoniously off of the bridge. I hit him with a Cure Wounds to undo the damage done by the dozens of tiny little teeth, and then turned to face the bridge in case the swarm decided to pursue its meal. 
 
    The lizards that were caught in the shockwave had either been killed or had retreated back into the lava to join the hundreds of tiny little buggers that had rushed to the surface for their own chance at an adventurer buffet. 
 
    Mika leaned in close to Fabio’s face and said, “Told ya so,” before moving away to continue scanning the area. 
 
    “Good job,” Cynnedwyn said as she helped her grandson to his feet. “That’s certainly one way to detect a trap.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah… So, how do we get across?” 
 
    The bridge was about forty feet long; not a long run, but the eruptions of love-lizards in the surrounding pools were likely to swarm us before we could get across unless we could find some way of keeping them off. 
 
    “Sprint?” Kjara said, earning a snicker from Cynnedwyn. 
 
    “Unlikely,” the druid said. “Those little buggers were faster than a drunken frat boy’s first time.” 
 
    Kjara gave her a sideways look and mouthed “Crazy” to me, causing me to laugh. 
 
    Faebio had regained his feet, but his robes had definitely seen better days. “I can make a firewall,” he said with a small shrug, “but I don’t think that’ll be helpful in holding back the lizard tide.” 
 
    I looked to Cyn. “Can’t you charm them or something. Druidize them?” 
 
    “Druidize them?” Mika asked with a laugh. 
 
    Grandma just shook her head. “If there were only a few of them sure, but not that many. Plus, with those nasty black veins I don’t think it would work anyway.” 
 
    “They weren’t corrupted grandma,” Faebio replied. “Their info just said ‘Salamander Hatchling’.” 
 
    She smiled. “Good to know, but there’s still too many. I do have a wall that might work though, but I don’t know how long it will last with them dripping lava.” 
 
    Mika said. “Can it block the entire thing?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “It’s a foot thick, six feet high, and fifteen feet long. It should be able to keep them off of us from one direction, but again… lava.” 
 
    I nodded. “That the spell you used against the Kchil with the rangers?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I blew my load on that one. I don’t have much Favor left after that.” 
 
    My eyebrows went up. “You get a Divine Favor pool too?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nature’s Favor. We get it for doing things good for wildlife and stuff. Planting trees, healing animals, going full murderhobo on logging camps… you know, environmental shit.” 
 
    I snorted. “Is there a cooldown or anything? Can you chain cast it?” 
 
    “Costs a bit of mana, but I should be able to swing it. We only need to get within sprint distance of the other side, right? Once we get into the tunnel, they should stop coming?” 
 
    No one really knew the answer, so we started strategizing, planning out a way to create a corridor of brambles to shield us from the lizard rain. Once the plan was set, we got into position and started Operation Lizard-Repellant. 
 
    We didn’t make it far.  
 
    The lava dripping from the lizards set the first pair of walls on fire, and by the time we were in position to extend the corridor they were completely burned up. With no cover to shield us, the lizard rain hit us full force. 
 
     We beat a hasty retreat, swatting tiny lizards off the entire way as they tried their best to strip the meat from our bones.  
 
    “Well, that sucked.” I said, plucking a lizard off of my usekh and tossing it back into the lava. 
 
    “Not so funny when it’s you, right?” Faebio chimed in, and I had to agree. Those little teeth might look pretty cute but they were sharp. 
 
    Kjara tossed the last of the hatchlings aside. “What now?” 
 
    Mika drew his knives and shrugged. “Let’s see if stealth will work.” He faded from view, and I turned my gaze to the bubbling lava pools and their payloads of tiny, cute and deadly missiles. 
 
    About thirty seconds later there was a loud thunk, and the lava started to churn. A whirlpool formed in the center of the lava pool, sucking the molten rock and all of the tiny lizards down some sort of drainage hole. 
 
    “Come on over!” Mika called from the other side of the bridge. When we joined him, he pointed out a lever set into the wall, invisible from the far side of the bridge.  
 
    “So we spent all that time planning for nothing, huh?” I asked with an amused grin.  
 
    The dýrafólk shrugged. “It might have worked if those little buggers weren’t coated in lava.” 
 
    Kjara smiled. “Okay. Mika gets to scout out any suspicious looking bridges from now on.” 
 
    “Seconded,” I said, winking at her. 
 
    *** 
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    The passage continued onwards out of sight of the bridge before splitting. Both branches of the pathway looked identical, with no clues to what might exist at their end. 
 
    I gestured to the two corridors. “Any preferences?” 
 
    Mika rubbed his chin thoughtfully and explored a bit, going about five feet down each tunnel before returning. “I’m not sure why, but I think we should go left.” 
 
    Faebio raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    “You see something down there?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Just a hunch. Feels… more profitable?” 
 
    Cyn cackled. “You took that skill didn’t you?” she said. “What was it… Archaeologist or something?” 
 
    The dýrafólk grinned. “Close enough. Archaeology.” 
 
    “Huh?” I said. “What’s that do?” 
 
    “Let’s me sense artifacts and stuff,” he said. 
 
    “Artifacts?” 
 
    “Loot. It lets me sense loot, okay?”  
 
    Kjara raised an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you use that in the Tomb? There was bound to be a bunch of stuff down there to dig up.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I just picked it up in the Vale. Cost a pretty penny too. But I figured it’ll pay for itself over time.” 
 
    “And there’s loot to the left, then?” I asked. 
 
    His face split into a giant smile. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn cackled. “Good enough for me. Left it is!” 
 
    I shrugged and shared an amused grin with Kjara. “Guess we’re going left.” 
 
    Loot, especially dungeon loot, was bound to be worth it, and hopefully loot also meant progression through the dungeon. Or it could be a trap… 
 
    We followed the left tunnel until it opened up into a large circular cavern filled with the faint smell of sulfur and iron. In the center of the cave was a large lava lake with a small, rocky island at its center, and sitting on top of that island was a carved obsidian chest. 
 
    “Now if that doesn’t scream ‘trap’ I don’t know what does,” Kjara said. “What do you think it’ll be? More swarms of lizards? The hill falling into the lava?” 
 
    “A mimic?” I guessed with a smile. 
 
    Mika shrugged. “I’ll check it out,” he said, and faded into stealth. 
 
    A few seconds later he appeared in a flash at the edge of the moat with a panicked expression on his face. “Boss!” he screamed and dove to the side as a gigantic, black veined reptile erupted from the lava moat. 
 
    Its long, serpentine body was covered in metallic scales, glowing like iron fresh from the forge. It had four limbs, each ending in wickedly sharp claws, and its tail tapered to a single, metallic spike. Its head looked like someone had stolen the head from one of the dragon puppets at a Chinese New Year festival and slapped it on, complete with mane, mustache, and giant eyes. Its mane was made of fire, and steam leaked from its nostrils and from between its teeth. 
 
    Mika scrambled across the stone, his eyes wide with terror as the giant reptile snapped at his toes. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed across the stone and stepped between the boss and its prey, raising his golden shield and taunting the creature as soon as he was in range. 
 
    I triggered Analyze as I drew my spear, and readied myself to heal Amenhotep while Kjara and the others moved in to attack. 
 
    *** Corrupted Fire Drake, Level 18 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Superheated *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: One with the Flame *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Cold, Ice *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    “Be careful guys,” I yelled. “Got a level eighteen boss on our hands here!” 
 
    “On it!” Cynnedwyn yelled, sending her spectral flock to rob the boss of some of its stats while Faebio pelted the boss with wave after wave of magic missiles. 
 
    “I really need to learn some more non-fire-based spells,” he said with a growl. 
 
    I laughed and replied, “Tell me about it,” while sending bolts of healing into Amenhotep to repair the wounds caused by the boss’ massive claws. 
 
    Kjara danced along the creature’s flank, cutting with her glowing blades while Mika tried to score some crippling hits on its legs. 
 
    Amenhotep was able to easily hold the drake’s focus, using his khopesh to chip at its face and shoulders while blocking and deflecting its attacks with his shield.  
 
    Once Cynnedwyn was done applying her debuffs, she started blasting the drake with rays of moonlight. 
 
    The drake’s health bar dropped quickly under our combined attacks, hitting the seventy-five percent threshold in no time at all. With a pain filled roar, the boss reared back and struck faster than I could track, latching on to Amenhotep with its wide mouth. 
 
    A new bar appeared over the drake’s head, labeled “Grip”, and it started to slowly drag its captive backwards towards the fiery moat. 
 
    “Shit,” Kjara yelled and ran towards the drake’s mouth. “Break its grip before it drags him into the lava!” 
 
    Kjara slashed into the boss’ jaw and the Grip bar dropped by a sliver. Mika’s knives did likewise, but when Faebio started targeting the creature’s head with his missiles, things started to move a lot faster. 
 
    “Yeah! Get some!” he yelled, doing his best DeVito finger-guns impression as his force-based spell took massive chunks out of the Grip bar. 
 
    The secondary meter bottomed out about ten feet from the lava moat, allowing Amenhotep to break free of the boss grip. The mummy regained his feet and smashed the boss across the snout with his shield, buying him a few more seconds to recover. 
 
    Kjara kicked the creature in the jaw and yelled, “Mummies are friends, not food!” and then made a hasty retreat when the drake’s tail whipped out of the lava and stabbed into the stone where she’d been standing. 
 
    “Get away from the lava!” I yelled. “If it gobbles you up that close to the pool there’s no way we can burn it before it gives you a magma bath.” 
 
    Amenhotep backed up, but instead of following, the drake dove into the lava and disappeared. Mika used the opportunity to drop back into stealth, while Kjara moved back to support the Temple Guardian should the need arise. 
 
    I topped off everyone’s health and used the lull to pop a mana potion to restore some of my spent pool. 
 
    Cynnedwyn was studying Amenhotep and the lava intently. “Watch the wyrds,” she said, gesturing to the energy tethers still connecting the mummy to the boss. They didn’t provide an exact location, since they disappeared into the stone after only a few feet, but they could give you a good idea of what side of the moat it was on. 
 
    The tethers jumped to the side, and the druid called out, “On the left!” just as the boss breached the surface of the moat and crawled onto the land. I hadn’t consciously noticed it before, but now that the boss was freshly bathed, I could tell that its scales had changed over the course of the fight.  
 
    The longer it was out of the lava, the cooler its scales got. I wonder if that’s some sort of mechanic, I thought. If we can keep it out for long enough… 
 
    It reared up and took a deep breath. Its entire body swelled with the inhale, and I got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Run!” I yelled, and ran around the outskirts of the room, away from the creature’s head. 
 
    The elves followed, knowing full well what was probably about to happen. Mika was nowhere to be seen. Instead of running, Amenhotep slammed his shield into the ground and his mental voice echoed through the room. “Anpu shield me from this corrupted beast!” 
 
    The drake lurched forwards and breathed a cloud of ash and steam in a wide arc that covered half of the room, catching Amenhotep and possibly Mika in the area of effect. Faebio and Cyn had barely escaped a direct hit, but still lost some health from the radiant heat. 
 
    Surprisingly, neither Amenhotep’s or Mika’s health bars changed during the attack, and when the ashes cleared, I could see why. 
 
    Amenhotep was exactly where he’d been before the attack, standing defiant against the drake as the last vestiges of some sort of holy bubble winked out, and Mika was crouched near the drake’s hind leg, stealth broken but unnoticed by the fiery beast. 
 
    The drake lunged forward, teeth gnashing against the guardian’s shield. Amenhotep retaliated with a solid thwack across its eyes, causing it to flinch in pain. Mika shadowed the beast the entire way, and when it extended for the attack, he struck. 
 
    Green dripping blades slid into the gaps between the scales at the drake’s knee and deep into the flesh beneath, severing the beast’s Achilles, or whatever the reptilian equivalent is. Its lunge became a flop as its leg gave out. 
 
    Its head whipped around to snap at the cause of its pain, barely missing Mika as he narrowly avoided becoming the drake’s next meal.  
 
    Kjara charged in and struck at the beast’s exposed neck, breaking through rows of cooled off scales and knocking its health bar down to just under fifty percent. 
 
    Amenhotep angled a Shockwave to miss the rest of the party and regained aggro, drawing the drake away from the lava pool.  
 
    As expected, when the boss’ health hit fifty percent, it went on another gobble quest and chomped down on Amenhotep once again. A moonbeam and salvo of magic missiles immediately blasted into the drake’s head, burning down the Grip bar. 
 
    Knowing the mechanic really sped up the process, so the drake didn’t even make it ten feet before its grip was broken and Amenhotep was freed. Its scales had lost their glow, and many had shattered from the incoming blows. 
 
    The drake turned in an attempt to retreat to the lava, taking quite a beating before it reached its destination, bringing it almost to the next trigger point before it slipped back into the molten lake. 
 
    “Be ready to burn this thing down when it comes back around,” Kjara said, her blades poised and ready.  
 
    We all nodded, and I lengthened my spear. Kjara gave me a questioning look, so I replied. “What? You want less damage?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn grinned. “Don’t fault the boy for wanting to use his spear. We all know how much they like to stab things.” 
 
    There was a chorus of groans, thankfully interrupted by the drake reemerging from the lava pool.  
 
    It was time to finish things. Amenhotep rushed forward and blasted the drake with a Shockwave to grab aggro as it shook itself free from the remnants of its molten bath. Kjara was not far behind, her blades cutting deep into the boss’ flanks. 
 
    Precision strike lit up a vulnerable spot where several scales had been knocked free as I rushed in, and with a practiced thrust I drove my spear deep into the creature’s flesh, triggering a bleeding wound that gushed hot, black blood. 
 
    Mika reappeared on the boss’ other side, opening a deep gash in its flank, and the constant stream of Magic Missiles and Moonfire beams burned the drake’s hit points down past twenty-five, and then to fifteen percent. 
 
    When it hit ten, it tried clumsily to latch onto Amenhotep again, but the mummy was able to parry the attempt. After that it was a straight up murder fest, and with a last frenzied flailing, the drake collapsed. 
 
    *** Your party has killed a Corrupted Fire Drake! Your party gains 1619 xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 15 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Mika has reached level 16! *** 
 
      
 
    The drake’s scales melted into liquid steel and flowed back into the lava, bringing with it the chill of death. Less than a minute later the lava was gone, replaced with a ring of shiny black obsidian. 
 
    “Guess we don’t have to figure out how to cross the moat then,” Mika said with a grin and then gestured towards the chest. “Still think it’s a mimic?” 
 
    I shrugged and gestured him forward. “Feel free to go check. I know I definitely wouldn’t want to be eaten by a mimic…” 
 
    While Mika headed up the hill, I healed everyone back to full using Soothing Touch. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 11 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s clear!” he yelled. “And I think you elves are going to love this.” 
 
    Kjara clapped her hands excitedly like a little kid who’d just been told she was going to Disney Land for the first time and sprinted up the hill to collect her loot. Faellwyndyr was right on her heels, tripping over his long robes as he attempted to run up the hill. 
 
    Cyn and I shared a look and followed at our own pace, content to let the others have the first go at things. It wasn’t as if order mattered or anything. 
 
    Mika stepped back hurriedly as Kjara and Faebio dove in, pulling out their sacks of miscellaneous supplies and new toys. Kjara danced away from the box with a long cloak made out of jet-black salamander scales, twirling so that the fabric billowed out from her like a giant pair of wings. 
 
    “Oh my god it’s so pretty!” she squealed and danced around the hill. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. It was an amazing looking cloak, but it didn’t hold a candle to her natural fire. 
 
    Faebio’s pull was spectacular as well, but in a much different way. He pulled out a staff of ebony wood topped with a pair of spiraling horns. An orb of intense flame hung suspended in the air between the horns. 
 
    “Wow,” he whispered, speechless. “I really didn’t want to lug around a staff but damn this is worth it!” He pointed the staff towards the far wall and chanted a spell under his breath and the spell blasted out of his staff, accompanied by a resounding “Woohoo!” 
 
    Mika took his turn next and pulled out a dagger that looked like it was carved from one of the drake’s massive claws. “Really? Another dagger? I’ve already got…” he said as he paused, eyebrows raised. “Now that’s different.” 
 
    He took the new dagger and threw it at the drake’s corpse where it sank to the hilt, only to disappear in a small explosion of flame. 
 
    I looked over. “Well, that was a waste,” I said, but Mika just smiled and raised his hand where the dagger reappeared. 
 
    “I take it back. That is awesome,” I said. “Congrats!”  
 
    Kjara came whirling over and jumped into my arms. “My cloak is a-MAZE-ing.” 
 
    I caught her and she gave me a peck on the nose. “This thing is awesome,” she sang. “Bonus agility, protection from fire, and it’ll even save me if I ever fall off of a building or something.” 
 
    Laughing, I headed over to get my reward. I grabbed my sack of potions and coins and dumped it into my pouch before going for the jackpot. I closed my eyes, reached in, and pulled out a new pair of boots. 
 
    They were made of the same scales as Kjara’s new cloak, but instead of being soft and flexible, they were hardened. I scanned them to see if they were an upgrade to my Boots of the Desert Storm. 
 
    *** < Salamander Treads > *** 
 
    *** These boots provide the wearer with resistance to all forms of heat and fire. In addition, once every hour, these boots can be used to deliver a kick with the power of a volcanic eruption, knocking back an opponent and dealing fire damage proportional to the level of the wearer. *** 
 
      
 
    “Ooo, what you get, what you get?” Kjara said, looking over my shoulder at my shiny new boots. I gave her a big grin and the run down on what they did as I swapped them with my old pair. 
 
    “Fancy footgear,” Mika said. “Can I get the old ones?” 
 
    I laughed. “Sorry man, but the lady’s got first dibs,” I said and handed the boots to Kjara who took them gratefully. 
 
    Her eyes unfocused for a second as she read their stats. She smiled. “Ooh. Nice!” 
 
    I looked over to Cynnedwyn who was looking at her own loot, a pair of long leather gloves made out of the same material as my boots. Kjara followed my gaze and headed over to admire them. 
 
    After a minute, and another gallon or so of water, we were ready to move forward, or backwards, since there were no other ways out of the cavern.  
 
    “So much for linear progression,” Mika said. “Guess we go back to the first branch and head down the other way.” 
 
     The second pathway was very similar to the first, leading deeper into the earth before eventually opening up into a giant cavern. A massive pool of lava filled the room, dotted with scattered outcroppings of steaming rock connected by walkways of various sizes and shapes. 
 
    On the far side of the room was another tunnel leading onwards, but to get there was probably not going to be easy without a few burns. At least for me, even with my new flame-resistant boots. 
 
    Mika took one look at the room and started laughing, pointing at the obvious physical challenge portion of our current dungeon delve. “Oh God,” he said between breaths, “we were so right!” 
 
    I sighed and purposefully ignored Kjara’s attempts to hide her amusement at the situation. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Faebio asked and Cynnedwyn looked on and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Kjara gestured towards the lava. “The last time we were in a dungeon and found a branch we went right and ended up with an obstacle course that we had to complete.” 
 
    The druid nodded. “So?” 
 
    “Kheph got eaten by the course,” Mika said. “He’s not very good at the jumpy bits.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair at all,” I replied. “The damn course despawned after I’d made it to the goal. There was no time to get back across to safety.” 
 
    Kjara nodded. “That is accurate, but you were literally dragging your ass across the balance beam so your chances of making it back weren’t too hot even if you had time.” 
 
    I looked down and grumbled, knowing she was probably right.  
 
    “So, who goes first?” Faebio asked. 
 
    “Do we know if there are any more of those lizard things in the lava?” I asked, peering over at the bubbling liquid. 
 
    Amenhotep moved closer to the lava until his bandages began to smoke, the desiccated linen ready to burst into flame. He turned to me and spoke into my mind, “Adept, my chances of making it across this room are slim. Send me back until you have cleared this… challenge.” 
 
    I turned to him and nodded. “Of course, man,” I said, and then released the summoning spell. 
 
    With a nod, his physical form collapsed into dust that slowly dissolved into the air. 
 
    “Woah!” Faebio said. “What happened to the mummy?” 
 
    “He asked to be unsummoned so he didn’t end up falling in the lava.” 
 
    “Like you probably will?” Mika asked with a snicker. 
 
    Kjara tucked herself under my arm and patted my chest. “Don’t worry, hun. This one doesn’t look as bad… Plus if you do fall, I’m sure it won’t hurt… for long.” 
 
    I looked down at her incredulously. “Really? That’s what you’ve got? It won’t hurt for long?” 
 
    She gave me a sweet, innocent smile and batted her eyelashes, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Mika said and headed towards the first bridge. “If there are more of those lizards, I’ve got the best chance of dodging without taking a lava bath.” 
 
    I moved to the edge of the pathway, ready to heal if there were any surprises. The rest of the party gathered round, watching closely. I glanced over and saw Cynnedwyn eating something out of a small bag. 
 
    Kjara must have seen it too. “Is that popcorn?” she asked, and Cyn just nodded and smiled, holding a single popped kernel between her teeth. 
 
    A loud hiss drew my attention back to the lava lake just in time to see Mika duck under a spurt of lava. Had he been a second slower he would have been knocked off of the bridge. 
 
    “So much for easy,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    Mika made his way slowly across, revealing and successfully dodging the jets of molten rock. I marked out the timing, hoping my twitch reflexes were good enough to avoid a painful bath. 
 
    Kjara went next, easily dodging the hazards with the rest of the elves following close behind. They dodged most of them, suffering only a few minor burns from the occasional splashes.  
 
    And then it was my turn. Looking out over the cavern made me quite sad that my Aspect of the Falcon skill was still on cooldown. Soaring across the cavern on wings of fire would be an epic and theme-appropriate way to deal with this challenge. But alas, I wouldn’t be able to use it again until it reset.  
 
    I inched my way over the first few bridges, mostly avoiding the lava. Well, avoiding the part of the lava that could knock me off. I caught the edges of the geyser multiple times, suffering some nasty burns, even through my triple resistances to flame. 
 
    Being a Saa, descendent of a fire god, and wearing fire-resistant boots dampened the damage by quite a bit, but it still hurt. 
 
    Healing up between bridges, I made my way the rest of the way across without any serious spills, and when I reached the rest of the party, they greeted me with a round of applause, amusement written across their faces. 
 
    Kjara gave me a small hug and a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad you didn’t die.” 
 
    I spotted Mika slipping Cyn a gold piece with a resigned look and thought I heard him muttering about the odds or something. 
 
    While I re-summoned Amenhotep, Mika scouted out the way forward, clearing the way to the next encounter.  
 
    The path ended at an ornate iron doorway, hanging open to reveal an opulently decorated throne room. Through the doorway I could make out the figure of a large, muscular humanoid reclining on a throne made of black stone. 
 
    With the obvious “Boss Fight” vibes the room was giving off, we decided to pause and refresh our buffs. The Saa pantheon wasn’t known for its gods associated with ice or cold, so I called upon Montu, the god of war, to give us a bit of a boost to our combat ability. 
 
    Amenhotep led the way into the room, his shield at the ready and the rest of us fell into formation behind him. 
 
    I analyzed the Knight, whispering the results to the party as we approached. 
 
    *** Ser Dóiteáin, Corrupted Elemental Knight of Fire, Level 20 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Oathbound, Corrupted *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Molten Resolve *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Cold, Ice *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Presence *** 
 
      
 
    Ser Dóiteáin was a giant of a man, easily seven feet tall… seated. He was dressed in armor of blackened steel embossed with the images of flames, and beneath the plates I could see a mail shirt crafted of the same metal. Threaded through the chain and melding with the Knight’s flesh were the telltale veins of Kchil’ik’s corruption. 
 
    His helm was shaped like a stylized candle flame, completely hiding his features except for his eyes, which shone with a fire of mixed black and red. 
 
    As we passed into the room, the doors slammed shut behind us and melted into a curtain of molten metal. The heat was powerful enough to drive us forward and closer to the Knight who was patiently waiting. 
 
    When we reached the center of the room, the boss stood and drew his weapon, a massive glaive easily twelve feet tall. And the scary thing was that next to him, the glaive looked normal. As soon as his hands closed around the haft, the blade burst into flame, illuminating the room further in a flickering light.  
 
    “The Queen has demanded your death,” he said in a voice resembling a roaring fire. “I will enjoy extinguishing your souls as my fires consume your flesh.” 
 
    *** 
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    The Knight rushed towards us and swung his glaive in a wide arc, creating a wave of fire that flowed through the air. 
 
    *** Ser Dóiteáin uses Crescent Flame! *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara and Mika dropped to the ground and slid, baseball style, under the flame wave, escaping most of the damage. The rest of us weren’t as quick. Both Amenhotep and I were able to duck behind our shields and mitigate most of the damage, but Faebio and Cynnedwyn weren’t so lucky. 
 
    The wave blasted them both off their feet, burning giant chunks from their health bars. Faebio was almost one-shotted by the attack, and Cyn wasn’t much better off.  
 
    Amenhotep rushed in and taunted the boss, buying me some time to heal and for Mika and Kjara to get into position.  
 
    I hit Faebio with a Cure Wounds, bringing him out of immediate danger. I hadn’t realized he was quite so crunchy that a single attack could hit him that hard. He’d need to be on point going forward. 
 
    Another Cure Wounds brought him to over half, and Cynnedwyn added her own spell to the mix. A handful of glowing wisps floated out to the party, giving anyone injured a short-lived, but decent regeneration buff. 
 
    *** You have been blessed with Lesser Regeneration! *** 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I called out, glad I wouldn’t have to burn mana on Mika and Kjara, who’d only taken minor damage. I drew my spear and transformed it into its longer form, hoping to take advantage of Precision Strike and my Combat Caster boons to trigger some free heals and conserve mana. 
 
    Meanwhile Kjara was going to town on the boss’ left side while Mika focused on his legs. Poison-coated blades slipped between armored plates only to be stopped by the dense mail underneath.  
 
    “This guy’s radiating heat,” Kjara yelled out, stepping back from the Knight to catch her breath. “It’s like looking into a pizza oven or something.” 
 
    Mika replied, “I think he’s getting hotter the more damage we do.” 
 
    The boss’ health was only down about five percent, but the air around him was noticeably distorted. “Sorry guys,” I called out, “not much I can do about the heat.” 
 
    A ray of intense moonlight shot past me, blasting into the Knight’s torso and opening another wound through his armor, quickly followed by a barrage of magic missiles. 
 
    The boss mostly ignored the ranged attacks, spinning his glaive in a defensive pattern to ward off Kjara and Mika while occasionally hammering away at Amenhotep’s defenses. The Knight handled his polearm with an incredible level of control, redirecting its momentum mid-swing to sneak past the Mummy’s attempts to block and parry.  
 
    I hit Amenhotep with a healing bolt and then rushed in, activating Precision Strike as soon as I was in range. Several glowing targets appeared on Ser Dóiteáin’s armored form, showing vulnerable points at his joints and the small gaps between plates. 
 
    Not taking any chances, I waited until there was a clear opening before I struck, sinking my spear deep into the gap at the Knight’s waistline. The tip skipped off of the boss’ armored belt and then found its target, sliding into the small gap between plates and punching through the mail underneath. 
 
    I ripped my spear free, sending a spray of super-heated blood sizzling onto the floor. Blood continued to pour freely from the wound, leaking down his armor. The boss turned his gaze towards me and I almost crapped my pants, thinking I’d pulled aggro.  
 
    On the plus side, I hadn’t actually pulled aggro, but not pulling aggro didn’t mean the boss couldn’t use some sort of counter attack mechanic on me. 
 
    *** Ser Dóiteáin uses Burning Stare! *** 
 
      
 
    Streams of fire erupted from the boss’ eyes and washed over my hastily raised shield. I was able to deflect most of the blow, but the intensity of the attack still burned a quarter off of my health. I cursed and leapt back, channeling Soothing Touch to undo some of the damage. 
 
    The Knight stumbled as Mika buried a blade in his knee. Not wasting a moment, Amenhotep shield bashed the boss, sending him sprawling as his injured leg failed to support his weight. 
 
    Kjara dashed in with a flurry of slashes and slices, chaining them together and culminating in a mighty leaping stab that dropped the boss’ health below seventy percent. 
 
    Ser Dóiteáin roared and surged to his feet, emitting a wave of intense heat that pushed us back. “You come into my realm and think that you can beat me!” he growled. “You have not even begun to feel the true power of Flame.” 
 
    “Hey man,” Faebio yelled. “I’m down with fire! Just not it burning me!” 
 
    The Knight’s armor started to glow as his molten blood seeped out between the plates, and the flames of his eyes doubled in intensity. “You. Will. Burn!” he roared and swept his glaive in a circle, sending another wave of fire through the entire room. 
 
    *** Ser Dóiteáin uses Crescent Flame! *** 
 
      
 
    All of the elves dodged the wave, while Amenhotep and I knelt and deflected the flames overhead with our shields. As a bonus, the wave triggered a free spell from my shield skill that I immediately channeled into healing for Amenhotep. 
 
    Cynnedwyn hit us with another wave of regeneration wisps, keeping the melee DPS topped off while I focused on the tank and we continued to chip away at Ser Fiery’s health. 
 
    I moved back in, hunting for a good opportunity to strike while the boss and Amenhotep traded blows.  
 
    Mika and Kjara were attacking as well, but the molten blood of the Knight and his aura of heat were draining their stamina fast. 
 
    A particularly effective attack by Kjara triggered the Knight’s counterattack and almost cost Kjara her life. Only a timely critical from Faebio’s force bolts that knocked the boss’ gaze off target saved her. 
 
     “Critical!” Faebio yelled out. “Take that, evil superman! Pew Pew Pew!” 
 
    I abandoned my attempts at melee and turned my full attention back to healing. I sent bolt after bolt of healing energy streaming into Kjara, knitting her wounds closed and healing the worst of the burns. 
 
    She regained her feet and charged back in, the look of murder in her eyes evoking a tiny bit of sympathy for what the boss was about to experience. Her blades danced and flashed in a whirl of pain and death, cutting jagged tears through Ser Dóiteáin’s super-heated armor. 
 
    Seeing her display of ferocity, Mika smiled and readied his own daggers. “Epic combo, Kjara, now hold my beer,” he yelled and leapt onto the boss’ back, using his daggers like climbing spikes until he reached head level. With a wink, he reared up and drove both blades into the Fae Knight’s neck. 
 
    When he ripped them free, geysers of molten blood sprayed all over the area, sizzling where they struck flesh. Amenhotep got the worst of it. The fiery liquid burned his wrappings and covered his glowing eyes. 
 
    Distracted, the tank was wide open to the boss’ next attack and suffered a massive wound that almost cost him a leg.  
 
    The boss turned his attention to his dýrafólk backpack, reaching around to grab him but coming up empty. Mika was long gone, tumbling away from the angry Fae. 
 
    Another round of spells from Cyn and Faebio dropped the boss’ health below fifty percent just as my own healing spell brought Amenhotep back to his feet… just in time for the boss’ next transformation. 
 
    I ducked behind my shield as the boss went supernova, driving us back with wave after wave of intense heat. It didn’t do much damage, but I could feel it sapping my stamina, and by the time the transformation was complete we were all looking pretty tired. 
 
    Ser Dóiteáin stood at the center of the inferno with pools of molten metal at his feet. His entire body glowed like iron fresh from the forge, its bright reds and oranges marred only by the network of corrupting black veins that covered its surface, strangely impervious to the heat. 
 
    His glaive had transformed as well. The wooden haft was gone, replaced by some sort of molten metal, and the blade itself was formed of solid flame. But the most concerning part was his eyes. They’d transformed from solid flames to a mixture of fire… and darkness. 
 
    The boss charged Amenhotep, spinning his glaive in an intricate pattern that left streamers of fire hanging in the air. The stone floor melted under the Knight’s feet, leaving a trail of molten rock in his wake.  
 
    We moved back into position, continuing our attack as Amenhotep caught the first attack on his tower shield. Mika and Kjara were forced to avoid melted rock, slowing down their normal hit and run tactics. Luckily, without his armor the boss was much more vulnerable to physical attacks, and every blow did significantly more damage than in the prior phases. 
 
    Unfortunately, the boss’ attack speed and damage were buffed to compensate. The Knight already hit like a truck, so once again I was forced to forgo my own attacks and focus my full attention on keeping Amenhotep from turning into a torch.  
 
    To add insult to injury, the boss’ new form came with a new ability that caused you to take damage whenever you landed a melee attack, so Cyn had to cut back on DPS as well to keep regeneration active on Kjara and Mika so they could continue to bring the pain. 
 
    Faebio’s mana was still going strong, his lower ranked Magic Missile barely outpacing his mana regeneration. 
 
    Halfway through the phase Cyn and I had to chug some mana potions to keep up with the fiery Fae’s insane DPS. 
 
    When the boss’ health dropped below thirty percent, the fires just… went out, leaving a singed, human sized warrior holding what was left of his polearm. His features were not those of the young, vibrant Fae I’d expected, but those of an older man, way past his prime. 
 
    He stumbled and caught himself on the haft of his weapon before glaring at each of us in turn. The black veins covering his aged body pulsed, and he let out a growl of defiance.  
 
    Clenching his jaw, he slammed the butt of his glaive into the floor. “Death before dishonor,” he growled through gritted teeth. A wave of magic spread out from the point of impact, wrapping us all in cocoons of impenetrable force. 
 
    *** You have been affected by Honor’s Obligation. You are Immobilized! You are Silenced! *** 
 
      
 
    Ser Dóiteáin turned and looked at Amenhotep. “You… Yes, you will be first,” he said and saluted the Temple Guardian.  
 
    Amenhotep’s bonds fell away and he raised his shield, readying his khopesh for battle. 
 
    The Fae rushed in, his glaive cutting and thrusting in a display of skill that kept the mummy on his toes, forcing him to focus on defense instead of counterattacking. The Knight’s attacks were relentless, chipping away at Amenhotep’s health little by little.  
 
    It was extremely frustrating. There was a big difference between not wanting to be the healer and being unable to heal. 
 
    Amenhotep seemed to sense that playing the long game wasn’t going to work and switched tactics. The next time the Knight attacked, the tank stepped into the blow and caught the haft of glaive on his shield.  
 
    The Knight attempted to disengage, but Amenhotep pressed forward, chopping his blade deep into the boss’ side while his weapon was tied up.  
 
    Ser Dóiteáin lurched back, freeing his weapon and whipping it across to keep the mummy at bay. His eyes narrowed, and he proceeded with a more cautious approach.  
 
    A well-placed slash to the leg caused Amenhotep to fall to one knee and I thought for sure the Knight’s follow up attack was going to send the tank back to the Underworld, but at the last moment the mummy raised his shield and slid forward, slipping inside the Fae’s range and driving his khopesh deep into the Knight’s chest. 
 
    He stumbled backwards, coughing up blood as his health bar drained to less than twenty-five percent. He smiled and nodded respectfully to Amenhotep. “Well fought, spirit,” he said and made a gesture, imprisoning the mummy once again. 
 
    I started to panic when the Fae’s wounds sealed over. I glanced at his health bar and let out a mental sigh when I saw it was unchanged. I suspected we were each going to have to duel the Knight to finish this fight. Kjara, Mika, and I should be good, and I wouldn’t put anything past Cynnedwyn, but I was pretty sure Faebio was going to get pasted… unless he was really good at running away. 
 
    It looked like I was going to find out sooner rather than later. Ser Dóiteáin turned towards Faebio and saluted, freeing the sun elf from his prison before advancing. Faebio looked at the rest of us, hoping for backup, but quickly realized he was on his own. 
 
    As the Fae closed, the mage raised his staff and sent a barrage of magic missiles crashing into him, slowing his advance, but doing only a small sliver of damage. Faebio must have noticed that as well because he took off, kiting the slower moving knight around the room. 
 
    “Running will only ensure you die tired, cousin,” the Knight said as he moved to cut him off. 
 
    “Damnit,” Faebio cursed as his stamina fell into the red. He turned back towards the Fae, raised his staff and screamed, “YOLO.” 
 
      A massive Firebolt blasted out of his staff and rocketed across the room. The Fae’s eyes opened wide in surprise as the bolt connected, knocking him backwards and dropping his health all the way down to twenty percent. 
 
    When the smoke cleared the Fae stood there, charred. His flesh, and most notably the black veins marring it, were not as impervious to fire as I expected. “A Flamecaller,” he said with a chuckle. “I like this one.”  
 
    With a wave Faebio was once again immobilized, and the Fae’s charred skin fell away to reveal fresh, undamaged flesh beneath. 
 
    The Knight turned to me, and with a salute, my bonds fell away.  
 
    *** You have been released from Honor’s Obligation. *** 
 
      
 
     I immediately raised my shield and shifted my spear to its shorter length, ready to brawl. He rushed in and I attacked, hoping to sneak past his guard while he was focused on the attack. 
 
    His polearm whipped around, the haft knocking my spear wide as he shoulder-checked my shield, forcing me back. He shifted his arms and twisted, and suddenly the back of the blade was coming right at my face. 
 
    I leapt back, taking the hit on the shoulder instead. I winced as the blunted part of the blade hit with enough force to bruise the bone underneath and dropped my health by a quarter.  
 
    This guy’s not playing, I thought as I pulled back my spear, searching for an opening. As soon as one presented itself, I moved in for the kill. I waited until he was committed to an attack before making my move. I raised my shield to intercept his blow and then stepped to the right and thrust, snaking my spear under his guard and deep into his stomach. 
 
    He let out a grunt and raised his glaive to counterattack, but instead of retreating I stepped in, pressing harder on my spear to drive it through him. His health dropped close to fifteen percent, and I thought I had him, but the butt of his glaive crashing into my forehead informed me otherwise. 
 
    I stumbled back, leaving my spear behind, impaling the boss. I raised my shield by instinct, deflecting the boss’ counterattack as I stumbled out of range, surprised that he wasn’t cutting me to pieces while he had the advantage. 
 
    I looked up to see my spear sailing through the air, perpendicular to the floor. I reached out and caught it, confused until I spotted the bleeding icon next to the boss’ health bar, which was now at fifteen percent.  
 
    “Worthy showing, Priest,” he said, saluting me with his glaive. I barely had time to get a good grip on my weapon before I was cocooned again, watching the hole I’d put in the Fae’s torso heal over. 
 
    *** You have been affected by Honor’s Obligation. You are Immobilized and Silenced. *** 
 
      
 
    Mika was up next. He used his smaller stature to keep away from the boss while using his newly acquired throwing knife to good effect, harnessing his skills to dodge any counter attacks. 
 
    The real kicker was what happened when the boss finally caught up to him. Parrying a polearm with a pair of daggers wasn’t something I thought possible, but Mika somehow pulled it off, halting the Knight’s swing inches from his murine nose.  
 
    But that wasn’t the real surprise. The real show was after the parry when Mika dropped into the perfect rockstar slide right between the Fae’s legs and slashed upwards with both blades, slicing deep wounds into the knight’s thighs and releasing a shower of blood. 
 
    Needless to say, the double crit was enough to hit the next threshold, and I think even the AI controlling the boss was thankful his daggers weren’t more… centrally placed. 
 
    Mika regained his feet and turned around, ready to renew his dance, but the Fae just stood there, looking from the rogue down to his crotch then back to the rogue with a stupefied look on his face.  
 
    “I… don’t even know what to say to that, dýrafólk,” he stammered. Mika opened his mouth to make some witty remark, but the Fae waved his hand and renewed the prison trapping the dýrafólk. 
 
    His mangled legs healed, leaving his health at ten percent. Instead of immediately turning to another of our party, he started to shake. A look of extreme concentration came over his face as the black veins riddling his flesh pulsed with a dark light.  
 
    He gritted his teeth, and I could see his knuckles turn white from the strength of his grip. “My… duty… shall… be… done!” he growled through clenched teeth and turned to Cynnedwyn, saluting her and releasing her from her prison. 
 
    She dusted herself off as he approached, attacking him with the stink eye instead of an actual spell. The Knight’s lips tightened into a frown, and he charged. 
 
    As soon as he stepped into range, Cyn threw a handful of dirt or something in his face. The Fae sputtered and coughed, missing his attack as the druid stepped aside.  
 
    He whirled around, wiping the substance out of his eyes just in time to catch Cynnedwyn’s smirk as she whispered a single word, “Fás.” 
 
    The “dirt” she’d sprayed into his face wasn’t dirt after all. It was some type of seed, or spoor, or something. As soon as she’d given the command, they had burst, sending out roots that dug into his flesh to feed upon his body. 
 
    He bellowed in pain and yanked at the plants, clawing away at the new growth that was attempting to use him as fertilizer, and all the while Cynnedwyn stood there chanting under her breath. 
 
    With a scream, the Knight ripped free enough of the entangling roots to continue his advance, but by then it was too late.  
 
    Cynnedwyn finished her chant and winked at the Knight. “How ya like them apples?” she said and snapped her fingers. A massive column of moonlight shot down from the heavens and blasted the Fae into the ground, burning the boss while at the same time breathing new life into the remnants of her earlier spell. 
 
    The Knight’s health bar dropped to five percent and froze, even as the moonbeam continued to burn. Holy shit! I thought, we should have her do that to all the bosses! 
 
    The light winked out, leaving the knight laying on the ground, covered in vines. Seconds later they turned to dust as the Knight regained his feet. He gave the druid a respectful bow. “Truly you are blessed by the Valerian,” he said. 
 
     A quick gesture renewed Cynnedwyn’s prison as the Knight’s burns and multitude of plant inflicted wounds sealed up, leaving him at five percent with only Kjara left to prove herself. 
 
    She attacked as soon as she was free, wasting no time on pleasantries. She dashed across the room and rained blows upon the Fae with her twin blades. The Knight backed up, his glaive dancing back and forth to deflect her blades as a wide smile formed on his lips. He was on his back foot, unable to gain enough room to counterattack, but he seemed to be enjoying himself. 
 
    Her blade slashed in, cutting deep into his shoulder but causing her to overextend slightly, giving the Knight an opening. He knocked away her second blade and hammered her shoulder with the haft of his glaive. There was a sharp crack and her arm dropped to her side, unable to function with a broken collar bone.  
 
    A fierce cross check sent Kjara flying and I winced in sympathy as her injured shoulder connected with the hard stone ground. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she rolled to her feet and raised her remaining blade. Her health was below fifty percent, but the Knight was in far worse shape with only two percent remaining. 
 
    Kjara circled the Knight, her eyes hardened with pain and determination. When the knight attacked, she stepped to the side and countered, scoring a small wound on his wrist before she was forced to dodge out of the way of a retaliatory strike. 
 
    She feigned a strike at his head, and when he raised his weapon to parry, she dropped low and swept his leg. The knight crashed down onto his back, spinning his glaive defensively to ward off her follow up, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    She leapt over his guard and came down in a superhero landing, straddling his body with her blade plunged into his chest.  
 
    The Fae’s health hit zero, but instead of succumbing to the wound immediately he reached up and gently grasped her hand on the hilt. He whispered, “Thank you,” as the corrupting veins faded and his body dissolved into a fine, gray ash, leaving only a gleaming ring behind. 
 
    *** Honor’s Obligation has been satisfied. You have been deemed worthy of the Signet of Dóiteáin. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party has killed Ser Dóiteáin, Corrupted Elemental Knight of Fire! Your party gains 2700 xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 15 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Faellwyndyr has reached level 17! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Spear and have reached Rank 18! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Medium Armor and have reached Rank 16! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Precision Strike and have reached Rank 16! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Combat Caster and have reached Rank 18! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Aura of the Underworld and have reached Rank 8! *** 
 
      
 
    The spell released us and we all started moving at once. I immediately ran over to Kjara and started channeling Soothing Touch to repair her shoulder, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention, her focus on something behind me. 
 
    I should have known what it would be, but when I looked, I couldn’t help but laugh. Sitting on the throne was a chest of solid black metal, engraved with flames. 
 
    *** 
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    I picked up the ring while the rest of the party rushed over to the chest. It was a simple thing, a red-gold band holding a flat ruby engraved with a stylized flame, perfect for leaving a good impression in a blob of wax. 
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving your worth *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Dóiteáin [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    *** < Signet of Dóiteáin > *** 
 
    *** This ring bears the official seal of the Elemental Knight of Fire, Ser Dóiteáin and is one of four tokens that must be collected to gain an audience with Her Majesty, Áine an fíor, Queen of the Cúirt na Sióg. *** 
 
      
 
    “What gives!” Faebio yelled from over by the throne. “Why won’t it open?” 
 
    Mika tapped the box with a dagger. “Looks like it needs a key,” he said and looked over to me. “Hey Kheph, that ring have a round head with a picture of fancy fire on it?” 
 
    Joining them at the chest, I held out the ring so they could see it clearly. “Yeah, that’ll do it,” Mika said, taking the ring and pressing the signet into a small depression. The chest glowed for a second and popped open, releasing the sweet smell of loot. 
 
    I backed away as the loot hounds raided the chest, concerned I’d get trampled if I got between them and their prizes. Once the way was clear, I grabbed my selection of coins and potions and the pièce de résistance, the item tailored for me: Dóiteáin’s Touch, a pair of medium gauntlets made out of what looked like blackened plate.  
 
    At first I was upset. I didn’t have the skills to wear Heavy armor. I looked closer and sighed, glad to see that part of the item’s magic made them count as Medium Armor. 
 
    *** < Dóiteáin’s Touch > *** 
 
    *** Crafted from living metal by the Knight of Fire, these gauntlets are much lighter and more flexible than normal steel, while offering superior protection. Additionally, these gauntlets enhance the wielder’s weaponry with living flame. *** 
 
      
 
    Reading that last bit put a wide smile on my face. My primary enemies tended to be weaker to fire, so adding it to my melee weapons would make me even more effective against them. I was quite satisfied. 
 
    Everyone else seemed just as excited by their picks, except Cynnedwyn who was looking down at the shiny new scimitar in her hands with a look of disgust. 
 
    “What’s up, Cyn?” I asked. “Something wrong with it?” 
 
    She looked up and grimaced. “Why does every damn game think druids run around with scimitars? Why would I need a scimitar? I only have the stupid skill because the damned character creation made me take it.” 
 
    Faebio finished fastening a new belt around his waist and glanced over. “Woah, Grandma! That looks awesome. You should get a second scimitar and a panther pet, then you’d reach new levels of cool.” 
 
    She glared at him. “Your grandpa telling you Drizzt stories again, Billy? Bah!” She strapped it to her back and muttered, “At least it has spell bonuses.” 
 
    Mika pulled on his take: a pair of shimmering blackened bracers that seemed to bend the light around them like a desert mirage.  
 
     “Bracelets do anything cool?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned and raised his arms so we could see them better. “Yeah. Although I don’t think they’ll do much for this dungeon. They let me absorb fire damage and then discharge it later. There’s a little in there, probably enough to kill a goblin or something for now.” 
 
    Kjara looked over, eyes wide. “Oh, like these boots,” she said, raising her foot off the ground to show off the footwear I’d given her after my recent upgrade. “Except these are for lightning.” 
 
    Faebio grinned and pointed his staff towards Mika, chanting slowly.  
 
    Mika saw him and backed away. “Hey man… what are you…” he started to ask, but before he could finish a blast of fire leapt out of the raised staff and sped towards him. A second before hitting, the flame suddenly split into two and were sucked into Mika’s new bracers. 
 
    “What the hell!” Mika yelled, drawing his blades. 
 
    Faebio raised his hands. “Dude, you’ve got a battery that can store fire that you can blast people with and you don’t wanna fill it up?” he asked excitedly. “Think of the bad day you can bring to the boss of the water zone.” 
 
    Kjara and I stood there staring. Kid’s got a point, I thought. 
 
    Mika nodded thoughtfully. “Good point,” he said. “Hit me with one more of those bolts. Should fill them to the brim without burning me too.” 
 
    As Faebio complied, I turned to Cynnedwyn. “Got any lightning spells?” 
 
    The druid shook her head. “Nope. Didn’t go for the elemental-based stuff. Moonbeams are good enough for this lady.” 
 
    Kjara tapped me on the shoulder, charging up her boots already forgotten in the face of her new shiny: a bracelet of a rose gold inset with rubies. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “That’s beautiful.” I wasn’t even exaggerating. It was a stunning peace. “What’s it do?” 
 
    She smiled and slipped it around her wrist, under her own bracers. “Bit of fire resistance, magic resistance, and can cancel out any immobilizing or binding debuff once every hour. It’s called Unleashed Flame.” 
 
    I grinned. “Epic. That’ll probably come in handy if the earth Fae try to swallow you,” I said with a laugh. “And magic resistance is all good… as long as it doesn’t mess with my healing.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nah, it’s against hostile magic. The rest of the item would have to be super OP if it was going to stop healing,” she said and glanced past me. “Let’s go see if everyone’s ready to hit the next section.” 
 
    I grabbed the ring from the chest lid and tucked it into my pocket, barely leaping out of the way as the chest transformed from its current form into a towering fiery portal. 
 
    Mika walked over and gestured to the rift. “Guess that’s the way out?”  
 
    Amenhotep, who had been silent the entire time we’d been busy with our looting, took that moment to chime in. “That would be logical.” 
 
    “There weren’t any other entrances up there,” I replied, “so this’ll probably take us to the next dungeon.” 
 
    “Or our fiery deaths,” Mika added. 
 
    “Or a dungeon full of bondage fairies,” Cyn added, causing everyone to stare. She cackled, “don’t kink shame.” 
 
    Faebio turned deep red, muttering to himself and trying not to give his grandmother the satisfaction of a reaction. 
 
    I shook my head. “You two are too much,” I said, and gestured to the portal. “Since you brought up the worst possibility, Cyn, you can go first.” 
 
    She waggled her eyebrows at me and cackled. “More fun for me,” she said and hopped into the portal. 
 
    With a sympathetic shrug for Faebio, I followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    34          
 
    We emerged from the portal into a large, square room about a hundred feet across. In the center of the room was a raised dais with a crystalline doorframe floating about a foot off the floor.  
 
    *** Congratulations, you have completed your first trial and reached the Seomra Sos. The Gates of Death will offer this as an option for resurrection until you complete the full trials or abandon the quest. *** 
 
      
 
    I climbed the dais and joined Cynnedwyn where she was examining the crystalline structure. My eyes were immediately drawn to the symbols etched into it, one for each of the elements. Below each elemental symbol was a circular indentation similar to the one that unlocked the Fire Knight’s chest. 
 
    The rest of the party arrived, and we took turns marveling at the door. “So how do we get to the next one?” Faebio asked. 
 
    With almost perfect timing, the portal we’d arrived through disappeared with a loud pop, and the symbols for earth, air, and water lit up on the gate.  
 
    “Do we just... press one?” Faebio said and reached towards the door.  
 
    Kjara caught his hand before he could make contact and gently lowered it back to his side. “Hold up a second,” she said. “We should probably have a plan, right?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied. “Just figured ice would be the best bet since we’re still juiced up with flames from the last one.” 
 
    Mike pointed at the doorway. “Does a water droplet really say Ice to you?” he asked. 
 
    Kjara chimed in, “Haven’t you ever played a Zelda game? Do you really want to deal with a water temple right now?” 
 
    “What’s a Zelda?” he asked. 
 
    Three sets of eyes turned on Cynnedwyn who just shrugged. “I’m not his parents.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You should look it up when you log out,” I said. “It’ll do you some good to get some culture.” 
 
    Kjara snickered. “Think of it as a rite of passage.” 
 
    “It’ll help your balls drop,” Cyn added, much to our chagrin, totally killing the conversation. 
 
    After some awkward shuffling, Mika piped up. “So… no water? Air? Earth?” 
 
    “How about Air?” Kjara asked. “After all that heat I could use a nice breeze and a change of pace?” 
 
    The dýrafólk looked at me and I shrugged. “I’m good with air.” 
 
    Cyn and Faebio didn’t seem to care, so Mika reached out and pressed the Air symbol. The glow from the symbol spread through the crystalline door and with another pop and a rush of air, a portal opened. 
 
    I bowed and gestured towards the gateway, flashing Kjara a smile. “After you, m’lady.” 
 
    She shook her head and walked to me, smiling mischievously as she leaned in for a kiss. I was wrong. She didn’t kiss me. Instead, she shoved me through the portal. 
 
    The other side was… interesting. The ground was made out of some cloud-like substance, and the air was in a constant state of motion. The wind was strong enough that it took conscious effort to keep from being pushed around, and the direction seemed to be constantly changing. I had to secure the cloth portions of my headgear to keep them from blowing into my face.  
 
    The rest of the party came through the portal and spread out, Mika dropping low to the ground to keep from being tossed around. Faebio wasn’t so smart and ended up getting tossed as a powerful gust filled his robes like sails. He landed in a jumble, his long golden hair whipping around like a crazed medusa. 
 
    “Ah! Why!” he yelled and grabbed a strip of cloth from his bag and tied his hair back while the rest of us laughed. 
 
    “The price you pay for vanity,” Kjara said, offering a hand to help him up. 
 
    We were standing on a large cloud platform, floating in the middle of a clear blue sky. I could see other, larger clouds that looked similar to the one we were standing on up above us, like some kind of crazy Kid Icarus level. 
 
    Bright sunlight filtered in from above and seemed to caress my skin, filling me with warmth to combat the chilling effects of the wind. 
 
    Cynnedwyn must have had the same thought. “What the holy hell is this? We supposed to fly up there or something?” 
 
    With a flash and loud pop, the portal collapsed. The whipping winds that had been doing their best to ruin Faebio’s perfect hair day went completely still, and the platform started to glow. Tiny bolts of lightning arced between the bumps on the cloud floor, and when one hit me, my leg started to tingle. I stepped away, but there was no escape and soon all five of us were rooted in place by tiny chains of electricity. 
 
    Those holding Amenhotep climbed his body, and he disappeared with a pop. 
 
    *** Non-Player Entities are not allowed on this portion of the test. Summoning penalties will not be enforced. *** 
 
      
 
    “Uh, guys,” Mika said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    I started to answer but a flash of lightning cut me off, blinding me for a few seconds. When my sight returned, everything looked different. Standing where my companions had been were birds of various types.  
 
    *** You have been polymorphed! *** 
 
      
 
    In Kjara’s place was a falcon, staring at me with the same confused look on her face that I probably had. “What the hell?” the Kjara-falcon said, her voice a perfect match for my lady friend. 
 
    “I take it back,” Mika said, hopping over in the body of a tiny owl. “This is awesome.” 
 
    A larger, horned owl joined us, its feathers a perfect match for Cynnedwyn’s hair. “I guess they do expect us to fly.” 
 
    Faebio waddled over, his new form that of a phoenix of some sort, or a golden flamingo, depending on who you ask.  
 
    I tried accessing my spells and found I couldn’t cast anything. “There’s gotta be some special mechanic. I can’t access any of my character spells or anything. 
 
    “Same here,” Mika said.  
 
    Just then, a new quest box appeared. 
 
    *** Quest Received: 'Cause I'm as Free as a Bird Now *** 
 
    *** And this bird – well, Knight - you'll never change. To reach the Knight of the Storm, you must prove you can harness the wind. Straying from the course will be punished. Ser Aer is not a patient woman, and like the storm for which her office is named, she will not stick around forever. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Reach the finish line within the time given. [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Bonus: *** 
 
    *** (Individual) Complete the course without any penalties. [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: Entry to the eyrie of Ser Aer, Knight of Storms *** 
 
    *** NOTE: Failure = Death. Have fun! *** 
 
      
 
    A stream of information poured into my mind, providing everything necessary to work my new body along with a basic understanding of aerodynamics and the physics of flight. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I sat down, or whatever you call it when birds do it. When the sensation passed, I was amazed to find that I had a pretty good idea of how to fly, or at least of the game’s approximation of flight. 
 
    A second later a large clock appeared floating in the sky above and started ticking down. We had ten minutes to navigate the course.  
 
    A series of rings faded into existence, marking the path. All but the closest ring were a dull grey in color. The first ring was glowing green, a clear indicator of where to start. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I yelled and leapt into the air, flapping my wings to build speed as I soared through the first ring. It pulsed a bright green and disappeared as I passed through, and the next ring activated. 
 
    My avian form was much faster than I expected, and I was barely able to turn in time to make it through the second ring. I banked back towards the third ring but missed it by a wide margin, forcing me to pull up and try and backtrack. 
 
    At least that was the plan, but I’d apparently gone far enough off course to count as “straying” in the system’s eyes. Its judgment arrived in the form of a massive bolt of lightning that fried me to a crisp. 
 
    I smelled my feathers burning and expected to be staring at the night sky of the Underworld, but instead found myself back on the starting cloud, my avian body completely restored… except for my pride. 
 
    *** Bonus Objective FAILED *** 
 
      
 
    My companions were flying through the course, having much more success than I. I was sure it was my example of what not to do that helped them get off to such a great start. I watched as they passed through the first three gates and how they maneuvered, taking notes for my next attempt.  
 
    Kjara and Mika seemed to be in their element, their agility obviously playing a big part. At least our stats had somewhat carried over to these new bodies. 
 
    When they passed the seventh ring, things got more interesting. Geysers of high-powered wind were added to the course, randomly erupting with enough force to send them, as Mika found out the hard way, spiraling way off course. 
 
    A second jet hit Kjara, sending her spiraling out of control as well, and a pair of perfectly aimed Lightning Bolts transformed them from graceful birds into puffs of feathers and ash. Seconds later, they poofed into being back next to me, looking a bit dazed. 
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Kjara said and ruffled her feathers. “Guess we need to watch out for those things now.” 
 
    “Was there any warning?” I asked, and Mika let out a laugh. 
 
    He stretched out his wings. “Ever see the Princess Bride?” 
 
    My mouth, err beak, dropped wide open. “They didn’t.” 
 
    “They did,” he replied and took off, flying through the first ring as he called back. “Beware the dangers of the Fire Swamp!” 
 
    Kjara looked back and forth between us with a blank expression on her avian face. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I stared at her, confused. “You haven’t seen The Princess Bride?” 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “No…” 
 
    “Hah!” I said with a beaky grin. “A pop culture classic that you haven’t seen! Now I know just what we are doing for our first in-the-flesh outing!” 
 
    She chirped, surprising herself with the sound. “It’s a date. Let’s…” 
 
    Faebio appeared with a flash and yelled. “Damnit! Stupid wind!” 
 
    I chuckled. “Okay. So, Mika heard the cue. Those geyser things make three clicks before they erupt…” 
 
    “Like the fire swamp?” Faebio asked, and Kjara just looked down and sighed. 
 
    With a grin, I continued, “Yeah. Just like the fire swamp. Three clicks then whoosh! Let’s try this one again.” 
 
    I waited until Faebio and Kjara had passed through the first ring before taking off at a much more controlled pace. With my speed more under control, I was easily able to maneuver through the gates without any detours to meet lightning Colonel Sanders.  
 
    Knowing the warning signs, all three of us were able to make it past the wind gust stage of the course, but then things got even more complicated.  
 
    Up to that point, the gates had been simple rings that we just had to pass through in order to progress, but once we passed through the wind obstacles they turned into glorified bug… er, bird zappers.  
 
    Crisscrossed arcs of electricity filled the rings, creating a hazardous web that we had to navigate through. Needless to say, my first try didn’t go so well and I ended up back at the beginning once more. 
 
    I had no idea what happened to Cynnedwyn or Mika and had to assume they were making their way through the course. The one thing my falcon self didn’t get from the transformation was the raptor’s eyesight, and I couldn’t see any signs of them higher up on the course. 
 
    “Damnit!” I cursed as I appeared back on the starting platform and took off again.  
 
    Getting zapped was not a fun experience, but on the bright side, with every repetition of the beginning of the course I got more comfortable in my avian body and was better able to steer.  
 
    I made it past the normal gates, dodged through the air gusts, and then slowed enough to maneuver through the first of the electrified gates. I said a silent prayer that some dev hadn’t programmed in another avian feature: the involuntary flushing of the system. Not having control over that with my luck would end up with me violating Ren and Stimpy’s cardinal rule of not whizzing on the electric fence. 
 
    The devs had at least shown some mercy and spread out the zapping gates so the players would have time to adapt to the new challenge, and I was able to get through the next three as well.  
 
    The party was pretty spread out and I couldn’t see any of them directly ahead, so I flew on. There was nothing we could really do to help each other either. This test was designed so that every candidate had to succeed or fail on their own merits. 
 
    I narrowly avoided the smaller web on the final zappidy gate and then sighed as I saw what was ahead. Hovering in the air between the gates was a pair of fairies. Compared to my normal body they probably wouldn’t have come up to my knee, but compared to my avian form they were pretty big, and they did not look friendly. 
 
    Each held a long spear with a small lightning bolt instead of a metallic tip, and you didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know what would happen if they stabbed you. 
 
    The fairy’s faces lit up in delight when I entered their airspace. Seems stab-a-bird was one of their favorite past-times. I banked away from the first fae to give myself room to maneuver, and the second fae moved to intercept. Her form blurred and she shot across the sky with her spear aimed for my center mass. I dove at the last second, barely avoiding the attack and then beat my wings for all they were worth to speed me towards the next gate.  
 
    The fairy’s smile changed into a scowl of annoyance as she chased behind me, her tiny gossamer wings beating furiously to catch up. Her features were a strange juxtaposition of psycho murderer and sexy pin-up. It was pretty disturbing. The devs had made some interesting choices in the design of the lady Fae, leaning more on internet Rule 34 than on Disney. 
 
    I turned my eyes forward, speeding towards the next gate while barely avoiding the second fairy’s dive bomb attack. A frantic barrel roll saved me from another trip back to the beginning. 
 
    My pursuer was almost on me when I passed through the gate, closing by the second. I could feel the tickle of static on my tail. I glanced back and saw her drawing back her spear for a throw so I did what any good fighter pilot would do. I hit the brakes and let her speed right on by, bopping her on the head as she passed and sending her spiraling out of control. 
 
    Thanks Maverick! I thought with a smile.  
 
    Up ahead there was one final ring, glowing bright green with two black and white flags waving to either side. I redoubled my efforts, bobbing and weaving with the demonic cleavage twins back on my tail, and with one last flap I was through. 
 
    Passing through the gate felt like I’d been dropped into ice water. A wave of freezing cold washed over me, dispelling the polymorph before depositing me on high above the course atop another cloud platform. 
 
    Cynnedwyn and Mika were there waiting, but Kjara and Faebio were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You owe me ten gold, mouse,” the druidess said with a grin. 
 
    Mika sighed. “He must have cheated,” he said and gestured at me. “Dude can barely even walk without tripping over himself. How did he maneuver through a crazy aerial obstacle course?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You never played Draekenfyre, Mika? Flying around as a dragon and burninating the countryside? It’s nothing compared to this, but I do have some manual dexterity when my body isn’t wrapped in a whole bunch of armor with a low Agility stat.” 
 
    “Bah!” he said and tossed a small bag to Cynnedwyn.  
 
    She cackled. “That’s what? Two for me, zero for you, mouse man? Eventually you’ll learn to not wager with an expert.” 
 
    We watched as the timer ticked down, keeping an eye out for our companions. We couldn’t see the course from our current vantage, so we had no way of knowing how they were doing. Even party chat and direct messages were disabled. 
 
    About ten seconds before the timer ran out, Kjara arrived through the portal, out of breath and shaking with adrenaline. “What a rush!” she yelled and planted a big kiss right on my lips.  
 
    A breathless second later, she looked up at me and smiled. “That was awesome. I need to get some polymorph potions or flying boots or something.” 
 
    I gave her a wide smile and then watched the timer count down. “You see golden boy out there?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not on this run, but the last time I went through he was messing around with the cleavage elementals.” 
 
    Cyn snorted. “Probably playing grab-ass with the digital floosies instead of paying attention to the timer. Foolish boy. It’s his mother’s fault for putting all those parental controls on his laptop. Boy’s gotta sew those digital oats if ya know what I mean,” she said with an exaggerated wink. 
 
    The timer hit zero and the gate disappeared with another flash of lightning, leaving the charred, and quite thoroughly dead corpse of Faebio behind. 
 
    *** Faellwyndyr has been killed! *** 
 
    *** ACHIEVEMENT UNLOCKED: Fae Bird *** 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    *** Quest Update: 'Cause I'm as free as a bird now *** 
 
    *** 4/5 Party Members successfully completed the course. *** 
 
    *** Since the full party did not succeed, you have been granted another chance at an audience. *** 
 
    *** Updated Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Defeat Ser Aer’s Elite guards. [0/2] *** 
 
      
 
    I looked over at Faebio’s charred corpse and sighed. “I can help him get back faster, but we’re going to have to wait for his rez sickness to go away before we get into a serious fight. And who knows if he’ll be able to join us here or if he’ll have to the bird thing again.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn snorted. “I can rez him. I can only do it once a day though, so he’d better try not to die again,” she said and started chanting a spell over the sun elf’s corpse. 
 
    Glowing flowers and greenery sprouted from the platform beneath Faebio’s body. The glow intensified as they reached full bloom, and with a flash, the plant life disappeared, revealing the resurrected sun elf. 
 
    He looked up sheepishly. “Uh, sorry guys. Just couldn’t keep my stupid bird body and bird head going the same way.” 
 
    “Too busy looking at boobies is more like it,” Mika said.  
 
    Faebio glared at him and blushed slightly, not even bothering to deny it. “Those spears hurt, man. A lot.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied and flashed him a smile. “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    Kjara hugged my arm and smiled up at me. “You better not.” 
 
    A crash of thunder drew my attention to the far end of the platform, where a pair of valkyrie-looking Fae had just appeared. Judging by their raised weapons, they were definitely not the welcoming party.  
 
    They were dressed in heavy, stylized armor that screamed fantasy, complete with cleavage cutouts and belly shirt breastplates. Each wielded an equally fancy two-handed sword that looked much too delicate to stand up to actual combat, but glowed with obvious magic. Even their large, feathered wings had armor, and as was seemingly the theme for the dungeon, their visible flesh was covered in crawling black veins. 
 
     I triggered Analyze. 
 
    *** Corrupted Fabhcún Guard, Level 21 (Elite) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP: 100% SP: 98% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ??? *** 
 
    *** Strengths: ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Cold Iron *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    “Crap! Kjara you’re gunna have to tank this one!” I yelled and toggled Aura of the Underworld as the elites flared their wings and took to the sky. 
 
    “Well, that’s unfair,” Kjara said as she watched the NPC’s take flight. “How can I tank them if they’re up there?” 
 
    Cyn shrugged. “They don’t have any ranged weapons so they’ll have to come down eventually.” 
 
    I gathered my mana for a Sunstrike. “Guess we’ll have to convince them to come closer.” The spell shot out of my spear and crashed into some kind of shield, causing the sphere of energy to appear for a second as the bolt hit. 
 
    Faebio and Cyn had similar ideas, blasting the valkyries with spells of their own. The sun elf launched a bolt of fire from his staff, crashing against the same shield that mine had hit and cracked it. 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s Moonbeam hit shortly after, shattered the shield and burning the valkyrie’s wing.  
 
    The elite screamed in anger and dove, swinging her blade in a devastating attack. Cyn waited until the last minute and dove to the side, throwing a handful of dust and seeds into the woman’s face as she did. That extra bit cost her, as she was unable to fully dodge the attack. 
 
    Bright red blood splashed across the stark white cloud-stuff as her health bar dropped. It was worth it though. With a whispered incantation, the seeds sprouted long green vines that clung to the woman’s armor and fouled her wings. She crashed to the platform and rolled, turning end over end twice before the vines were able to take root and tie her down. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Cynnedwyn yelled, pointing at the immobilized Fae. “Get her!” 
 
    Mika and Kjara rushed over and started to hack and slash at the downed Valkyrie while I healed the druid’s wounds and Faebio held the second elite at bay with another barrage of Flamebolts. 
 
    The downside of the frenzy of bladed weapons was the vines didn’t last long, freeing the Valkyrie to fight back, but by that point her health was down to less than thirty percent and one of her wings was a mangled mess of bloody feathers. 
 
    The second Valkyrie, seeing her sister’s plight, moved in to join the ground war, diving under Faebio’s latest spell towards Kjara’s back. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled, trying to peg the flying Fae with a Sunstrike before it reached her but missed. 
 
    Kjara leapt to the side at the last second, parrying the valkyrie’s attack with one blade while the other slashed across its unarmored stomach. The blade hit some sort of protective field and broke through, cutting deep as the Fae’s momentum added to the damage. 
 
    A follow up attack bounced off the valkyrie’s wing armor, but the force was enough to keep her grounded, which was a double-edged sword. Unable to make an easy escape, the Fae went fully on the offensive, driving Kjara away from her fallen sister and slashing into Mika’s side with a backhand strike. 
 
    The dýrafólk hissed with pain and rolled away, leaving a new trail of red on the cloud behind him.  
 
    The first valkyrie used the reprieve to rip free of the remaining vines and join her sister’s assault on Kjara, overwhelming her with their sheer ferocity. 
 
    Her health bar dropped fast, and it was all she could do to parry and dodge their onslaught. I rushed in to help, sending a constant stream of healing bolts on the approach.  
 
    When I reached melee range, I triggered Precision Strike and drove my spear towards the unarmored kidney of the closest Fae.  
 
    At the last second, it spun and whipped its blade across to parry, but it was too slow. My spear punched through the protective aura and sank about an inch into her flesh before she was able to twist away, avoiding the full blow. 
 
    She raised her sword to counterattack, but before she could strike a Moonbeam blasted her in the chest, knocking her backwards. The light of the spell invigorated the remnants of the vines hanging from her armor and they started to writhe and grow, hindering her fighting once again.  
 
    Her health was down to fifteen percent, so I decided to press my advantage. The clinging vines slowed her reactions, but she was much faster than me and had no problem dodging or parrying my attacks. 
 
    On the other side of the battle, Kjara was back on the offensive, trading blows with the second Fae, and Mika was nowhere to be seen. That was bad news for one of these winged ladies. 
 
    Cynnedwyn switched seamlessly to support, debuffing the Fae and channeling their stats to Kjara, further boosting her combat ability before switching to healing while I was engaged. 
 
    A circle of bright red runes appeared under my opponent’s feet, flickering slightly. “Kheph! Get back!” Faebio yelled as the air in front of me started to heat up. 
 
    I caught the Fae’s blade on my shield, using the force of the blow to give me a little umph as I lunged backwards, just in time to avoid the culmination of Faellwyndyr’s spell. A column of fire erupted from the runes, immolating the valkyrie and burning away the rest of her health in a flash. 
 
    When the spell ended a second later, the charred Fae fell heavily to the ground, her wings now little more than scorched bone. 
 
    The second valkyrie screamed in fury and tendrils of electricity started to crawl over her armor and weapons. 
 
    *** Corrupted Fabhcún Guard has triggered Vengeance of the Stormsworn *** 
 
      
 
    Soon her entire body was covered in miniature lightning bolts, arcing between her armor and flesh, and striking out at anything metal that got too close, including weaponry. 
 
    Kjara chopped the Fae’s thigh with the curved blade of her khopesh, dropping her health bar down below half but also closing the circuit. The lightning cloaking the Fae converged on the blade and travelled up it into the moon elf’s arm. 
 
    She spasmed as the electricity arced through her and into the clouds below, dropping her to the ground, smoking and on the verge of death. It must have been insanely powerful to do that much damage through the protection of her boots. 
 
    “No!” I screamed and charged in, too slow to do anything as the Fae drove her blade through the fallen moon elf. 
 
    *** Kjara has been killed! *** 
 
      
 
    I raised my spear and charged in to avenge her, but Mika beat me to it. He appeared in midair, over the Fae’s shoulder with both daggers raised. 
 
    I saw the valkyrie’s eyes widen as some sort of spidey-sense triggered, but by then it was too late. With a savage yell, Mika drove both blades into the base of the Fae’s neck, piercing deep into her chest and snuffing out her life just as quickly as she had Kjara’s. 
 
    And luckily for the dýrafólk, her electrocution counterattack hadn’t had time to recharge, yet. 
 
    *** Your party has killed 2 Corrupted Fabhcún Guards! Your party gains 2122xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Complete: 'Cause I'm as free as a bird now. ***  
 
    *** Defeat Ser Aer’s Elite guards. [2/2] *** 
 
    *** You have been granted entry to the eyrie of Ser Aer, Knight of Storms *** 
 
    
*** Congratulations you have reached Level 19! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sunstrike spell! Rank 8 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    With a flash, the world erupted into lightning. A bolt stuck each of us, including Kjara’s corpse, and transported us somewhere else.  
 
    We appeared in a small antechamber with a single massive archway leading into a throne room that looked eerily similar to the Fire Knight’s throne room. 
 
    Faebio started heading directly for the door, a giant smile on his face. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled, catching his attention. 
 
    “Huh?” he said and turned, looking back to see me gesturing Khaby Lame style towards Kjara’s corpse. 
 
    Cyn walked up and Gibbs smacked him. “Don’t make me change your name to Leeroy, Billy.” 
 
    “Yeah, Goldilocks,” Mika said. “Can’t go barging into the boss fight before we do a few things… bring back our party member, summon our tank, buff up. You know… the basics?” He grinned. 
 
    “I, uh… was just looking,” he said. “Wasn’t going to go in yet…” 
 
    I chuckled. “Just give me a few minutes. I’ve got a spell that’ll let her respawn here. Then we can rest up, fix our armor, buff up and go kick some knightly ass.” 
 
    The others started on their own repairs while I said a blessing over Kjara’s corpse, using the Funeral Rights ability granted by my Child of the Underworld skill to decrease her respawn timer and death penalty a bit. Once that was done, I cast Call the Dead, opening a portal that Kjara could use to respawn at her body instead of the respawn point.  
 
    As far as I could tell it only cut about ten percent or so off the timer, but for players without our particular recourse in the afterlife, that was ten percent of sheer boredom. With my rank fifteen upgrade to Child of the Underworld, I could even cleanse the rest of the death debuff if we needed it. 
 
    But first, we wait… 
 
    *** 
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    Kjara was none too pleased when she respawned, cursing for a good minute about cheaty mechanics and cursing the Fae in general. Even Cynnedwyn was impressed by the colorful use of language. 
 
    After her rant was over, she wrapped me in a tight hug and kissed me gently on the lips before regaining her composure. 
 
    Kjara had some armor repairs to complete, so while she handled that I decided to spend the points I’d gotten for leveling. My two Combat points went to Medium Armor and Shield, bringing the former up to seventeen and the second to fifteen. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Medium Armor and have reached Rank 17! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Shield and have reached Rank 15! The amount of damage mitigated by your shield has been increased and the chance to trigger a bonus to critical strike chance has been increased. *** 
 
      
 
    I had enough miscellaneous skill points that I wasn’t worried about wasting them, so I topped off Discerning Eye and First Aid to maximize my Analyze ability and healing bonus 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Discerning Eye and have reached Rank 19! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with First Aid and have reached Rank 19! *** 
 
      
 
    My Divine points were harder to let go, but with the bosses getting more and more difficult, I really needed to up my buffs so I dropped both points into Aset’s Mantle. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aset’s Mantle spell! Rank 8 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    By the time I’d convinced myself to spend that last skill point, everyone had finished their repairs. Kjara gave me a wide grin and said, “I’m proud of you, resisting your hoarding ways. Now, let’s go kick some fae ass.” 
 
    I snorted and re-summoned Amenhotep before recasting Aset’s Mantle and Jackal’s Tooth on the party. Taking advantage of my Priestly abilities for once, I called upon Geb, the Saa god of the earth to raise our defense against lightning a bit. It wasn’t much, but something was better than nothing. Then it was time to face the Knight of the Storm.  
 
    The Air Knight’s throne room was built of the same cloud-stuff as the rest of the zone, with high, cathedral-like ceilings complete with flying buttresses and other architectural things whose names I never bothered to learn.  
 
    Chandeliers hung from chains anchored to the walls on either side of the hall, and at the end of the room was a tall throne of molded clouds.  
 
    Sitting on the throne with a long spear across her knees was a figure dressed almost identically to the winged Fabhcún Guards, except without the more risqué bits. Under her plate armor she wore a full suit of fine chain mail, and her long blond hair flowed out from beneath her open-faced helm. 
 
    Her face was covered in the black veins indicative of the Devourer’s corruption, but her eyes were still a crystal clear ice blue. Her head turned slowly as she examined us each in turn, and when she reached me a shiver went down my spine. 
 
    I used Analyze. 
 
    *** Ser Aer, Corrupted Elemental Knight of the Storm, Level 20 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Oathbound, Corrupted *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Storm’s Kiss *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Bludgeoning, Crushing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my abode, Supplicants” she said in a thematically appropriate, airy voice. “I see that my elite were not up to the challenge.” Her sharp Fae features shifted into something approximating a smile. “Good. I have not had a worthy opponent in quite some time.” 
 
    She stood and an enormous pair of wings unfurled behind her, showing off a plumage full of mixed whites and yellows. Lightning danced around her eyes, arcing to caress the metal of her helm as she raised her spear in salute.  
 
    A massive bolt of lightning flashed from above, striking her upraised spear. The lightning flowed through the spear and split into six arcs, each one crawling along the ground towards a member of the party. 
 
    *** Ser Air has invoked Stormchaser! *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara rushed forward and met her arc head on, chuckling as the bolt was sucked into her boots. “Thanks for the boots, dear!”  
 
    Amenhotep and I weren’t as lucky. Cynnedwyn chanted a spell that caused a root to appear in the lightning’s path, taking the hit in her stead, while Faebio and Mika backed away. Amenhotep rushed forward, soaking the attack with his massive health pool and I clenched my teeth and hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much. 
 
    The lightning arced into my shield, flowing down my arm into my body, sending me into convulsions. My limbs locked up and my health dropped by a third as the attack ran its course. 
 
    *** You have resisted being stunned! *** 
 
      
 
    I cast Cure Wound on Amenhotep and used Soothing Touch on myself while I assessed the rest of the party. The lightning chasing Faebio and Mika had faded, and they’d successfully avoided being fried, and my old boots had saved Kjara from a tasing, so they were all full health. 
 
    Ser Aer lowered her spear and took flight, her massive wings lifting her from the throne with a single beat. She soared around the room, gazing down on us from above as tendrils of lightning arced from her body to the various hanging lights. 
 
    The twang of a bowstring announced Kjara’s first attack. The arrow struck the Knight in the chest but was deflected by the silvery armor, leaving only a dent in the gleaming metal. 
 
    Faebio joined in, shooting a Flamebolt that narrowly missed the Fae as she executed a barrel roll. She dove, her spear leading the way towards the sun elf. Faebio yelped and dove to the side, but wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    The spear caught him mid-dodge, stabbing into his shoulder and ripping free as she sped by. A shower of blood stained the stark white clouds, and Faebio yelled in pain as his health dropped below forty percent. 
 
    A Moonbeam slammed into the Fae as she sped by, knocking her slightly off course as she turned towards Kjara. Before the Fae could make an attack, Amenhotep sped across the ground and leapt, smashing his shield into her and sending her careening into the wall. 
 
    The mummy followed up his attack with a Shockwave, bouncing the Fae into the wall a second time and knocking her helm off.  
 
    She twisted in midair and landed on her feet with her wings spread wide. She tossed her head and flipped her hair out of her face, revealing an excited smile as she took a firm grip on her spear and charged the Temple Guardian. “Oh, this is going to be fun.” 
 
    *** Ser Aer uses Lightning Fury! *** 
 
      
 
    The Fae rushed in, her spear a blur that snaked around Amenhotep’s shield like a living thing. Every hit dropped his health by close to five percent, and her barrage seemed endless. My healing was barely able to keep up. 
 
    Mika appeared behind the Knight and put an end to her frenzy with a well-placed thrust. The poisoned dagger sank into her armpit. “Take that!” 
 
    She gasped in pain and jumped to the side, pressing a hand against the wound which was dripping a sickly-looking froth. With a pain filled hiss, she swatted Mika away with a wing and raised her spear. 
 
    An arrow thudded into her chest, finding a gap between the plates and breaking through the mail beneath, dropping her health to sixty percent or so. She glared at the moon elf and leapt into the air, taking flight.  
 
    Her gaze locked onto Kjara as she leapt into the air. With an evil grin, she extended her spear towards the moon elven archer. A bolt of lightning erupted from her spear and slammed into Kjara’s chest, sending her flying through the air. 
 
    It seemed the boots had reached capacity. Kjara’s health bar dropped by twenty percent and a stunned icon appeared next to her name. The Fae dove towards her prone form, spear extended to take advantage. 
 
    A wall of fire sprung up in front of the diving knight and her eyes opened wide. She tried to bank to the side, but she was going too fast and crashed headlong into the fire. Her hair and wings burst into flame, and she tumbled to the ground on the far side of the room with less than half of her health remaining. 
 
    “Take that, bitch!” Faebio screamed, clutching his bleeding shoulder. 
 
    I hit him with a Cure Wounds and he breathed a sigh of relief as his skin knit back together. Free from the pain and awkwardness of the wound, he started casting a follow up spell, staff pointed towards the downed Fae. 
 
    With a scream of rage, the Knight of the Storm surged to her feet. She exploded into a ball of lightning and feathers, accompanied by a crash of thunder that knocked us all back several feet. 
 
    *** Ser Aer has invoked Skyhunter! *** 
 
      
 
    When the haze cleared, instead of the female warrior, there was something even more ferocious. Standing in the cloud of feathers was a massive, winged beast. It had the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion with the claws to match. 
 
    The griffon opened her beak and growled. “You foolish mortals. I will enjoy ripping you apart!”  
 
    Cynnedwyn tossed something at the griffon’s feet and shouted a spell. Thick vines sprouted from the ground and wrapped around the griffon’s legs, halting its pounce mid leap and likely saving Faebio from a mangling. 
 
    The spell didn’t hold for long, but it was long enough for Amenhotep to get into position, smashing his shield across the griffon’s beak and cutting deeply into her shoulder with a chop of his blade.  
 
    The griffon screeched and clawed at the mummy with her massive leonine paws, scraping off his tower shield and earning a deep cut along her leg in return, before Amenhotep used Shockwave again to secure the boss’ attention.  
 
    Kjara switched to her blades and charged the griffon’s flank. She targeted the wings, trying to ensure that the boss wouldn’t be able to fly out of range of half of our party. 
 
    I healed her wounds and then focused on Amenhotep, making sure to keep him above seventy-five percent in case this phase had another burst damage mechanic. 
 
    Cynnedwyn wove her particular brand of magic, stripping some of the boss’ stats to bolster Amenhotep and Faebio as they both did their thing. Once all her debuffs were in place, she switched to her favorite Moonbeam spell and joined in on the DPS party. 
 
    Balls, bolts, and jets of flame rained down on the griffon from Faebio’s staff, burning through her health and his mana at an incredible rate. 
 
    “Slow down, Flamecaller,” Amenhotep broadcast to the party. “I will not be able to hold her if you do not pace yourself!”  
 
    Faebio was cackling madly, shooting balls of fire with a string of commentary, “Suck it! Pew Pew Pew!” completely ignoring the tank’s warning… and paid the price.  
 
    The griffon shouldered past Amenhotep and pounced, crossing the room in a flash and bearing the sun elf to the ground. Her claws pierced his defenses with ease, and with a single snap of her beak, his health bar zeroed out. Air dungeon two - Faellwyndyr zero. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. The attack was so fast that I didn’t even have time to do anything other than watch. 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s normally sardonic grin transformed into a frown as she redoubled her efforts, a string of Moonbeams burning even more of the creature’s health away. 
 
    A noise from above drew my attention to the one of the chandeliers, revealing Mika flying through the air trapeze style. He flipped through the air and came down on the griffon’s back right between her wings, daggers leading. 
 
    Her left wing went limp as his dagger severed something critical, and she let out a bloody gasp as the second blade slid between her ribs and punctured a lung. Her health bar dipped down to less than ten percent, and Mika was thrown from her back by a wave of thunder. 
 
    He sailed through the air, flipping as he went and landed on his feet, a wicked grin plastered across his face. 
 
    The griffon shuddered and glared back at us, the rolling storm in her eyes expanding to encompass her entire body, the lightning eating away at the flesh and leaving pure electricity behind. Within seconds the flesh and blood griffon was no more and in her place was a bird made of pure lightning. 
 
    She transformed into a bolt of pure energy and flashed across the room, striking Mika and then arcing to Kjara. From there the bolt jumped to me, and I didn’t see where after that as I was too busy trying to get my limbs to cooperate. 
 
    *** Ser Aer has invoked Avatar of the Storm! *** 
 
    *** You are stunned! *** 
 
      
 
    Everyone hit lost a third of their hit points and was stunned for five seconds. Well, everyone except for Kjara due to the resistance her boots offered. She only got a three second stun. But those two seconds proved to be enough for her to get her bearings and attack. 
 
    A clap of thunder accompanied her first step, the energy in her boots discharging and creating a bit of a boost that helped her jump towards the electro-bird. Her blades glowed with holy fire as she brought them to bear, driving them home into the boss’ flank and dropping her health down five percent.  
 
    Lightning arced up Kjara’s blades but was sucked down into her boots before it could reach her flesh. 
 
    As soon as I was free of the stun, I started casting Cure Wounds on everyone in sight, shooting bolts of golden healing energy to keep my crunchier party members topped off before focusing on Kjara and Amenhotep, who was just about to rejoin the fray. 
 
    He rushed in and used Shockwave, grabbing aggro but doing no damage as the wave of force passed through the energy-based bird. His khopesh was more effective, but without the protection offered by Kjara’s lightning absorbing footwear he took the full brunt of the boss’ lightning aura. 
 
    His body convulsed as the electricity flowed down his blade and into his bandage-wrapped flesh. I knew for a fact there was nothing even close to a muscular system under his bandages, but the game didn’t seem to care. His health dropped to half, and then to a quarter as the bird clawed at him with her talons. Wisps of smoke drifted up from the mummy as his bandages started to burn.  
 
    A dagger flew through the air as Mika made the wise choice of not fighting the bird in melee, and a Moonbeam soon followed, burning more of the creature away. 
 
    Kjara thunder-stomped again to drain the boots and then drove both blades into the bird’s back, absorbing another round of lightning before the Knight of Storms succumbed to her wounds and disappeared with another crash of thunder. 
 
    *** Your party has killed Ser Aer, Corrupted Knight of the Storm! Your party gains 2700xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 15 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Cynnedwyn has reached level 17! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 19 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** 
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    A signet ring materialized where the thunderbird had died and fell to the ground, bouncing once off of the soft cloud-stuff before coming to a halt. Kjara bent down and picked it up and then looked around the room with a hungry, loot obsessed grin. 
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving your worth *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Aer [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    Her eyes locked onto her target at the foot of the cloud throne: a chest made of the same, stark white cloud-stuff, banded with white gold. 
 
    I looked at the chest, then at Faebio’s corpse, then at the chest, and then back to Faebio’s corpse, and with a sigh headed over to the corpse. The loot would be there when I was done. 
 
    Chanting a quick prayer about the sun and lush forests and whatever other sun elfy things I could think of, I used Funeral Rights to speed up his trip through whatever afterlife sun elves had. Once that was done I cast Call the Dead, making sure he’d be able to respawn with us to get his share of the air knight’s booty. 
 
    I tuned out the sounds of excitement from the direction of the chest and focused on the symbols of my spell, letting my mind trace along the sigils and try and decipher their deeper meaning. I caught myself before I was completely entranced by the process, consciously pulling myself back from the edge. Did not want to go down that rabbit hole again. 
 
    Before too long, Faebio popped out of the glowing portal and grumbled something under his breath, his expression a perfect example of “pissed” as he glared at me. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Call the Dead spell! Rank 2 Achieved! ***  
 
    “Nice job healing, man,” he said with a sneer and then looked at Amenhotep and growled. “Don’t you have a taunt?” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “You serious?” I replied. “He told you to slow your roll, but you just kept on blasting. If you’re going to ignore the tank when they say to calm your shit, you’re going to grab aggro, taunt or no taunt.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? He didn’t say anything,” Faebio responded with a hostile glare. 
 
    Kjara chimed in from nearby. “Yes, he did. About three spells before you became cat food.” 
 
    The sun elf opened his mouth, but Mika cut in first. “Yeah. Mummy man said to slow down or you were going to pull aggro and you didn’t listen.” 
 
    “You’re all lying. He never said anything,” Faebio argued, earning a silent glare from Amenhotep. 
 
    Cynnedwyn walked over and looked him dead in the eye. “He warned you.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    “He warned you,” she said again, poking him in the chest with her index finger. “Just because you were going all pyromaniac on the boss is no excuse not to listen.” 
 
    His face fell and he started to grumble under his breath, finally quieting when he spotted the chest and headed over to collect his spoils. 
 
    I gave Cyn a shrug and followed, wanting to collect my share and see what kind of new bling this part of the dungeon had for me. 
 
    The generic loot bag had a nice pile of gold and three major mana potions to add to my growing supply. The real prize though, turned out to be more of a dilemma: a perfect copy of the Knight of the Storm’s spear. 
 
    *** < Stormlance > *** 
 
    *** Shaped from the heart of a raging storm, the Stormlance harnesses the elemental powers of lightning to strike down its target and quicken its wielder. Critical hits with this lance have a chance of generating a small bolt of lightning that will leap to the closest enemy within range, and twice per hour this spear can be activated to discharge a bolt of lightning in a straight line, damaging all in its path. *** 
 
      
 
    I hefted the new spear and felt a tingle flow down my arm. The spear was super light. I took a few practice swings and stabs and was amazed by the amount of control I was able to achieve with the new weapon. 
 
    My Sunspear still had a warm place in my heart, but this was a pretty decent upgrade… even if I did have to lug it around all the time. I’d keep the Sunspear in its baton form tucked into my belt just in case, but doubted it would be seeing much action in the near future. 
 
    “Ooo, pretty!” Kjara exclaimed as she joined me, her neck adorned with an amulet engraved with a trio of lightning bolts.  
 
    “You too,” I said with a smile. “And your necklace is nice too.” 
 
    She smiled and kissed me on the cheek. “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she whispered and then thwapped me on the ass as she walked by. 
 
    I jumped in surprise and blushed, earning me a round of snickers from Mika and Cynnedwyn. Faebio was too busy studying his own prize to notice, a chakram of some sort engraved with the same lightning motif as the rest of the loot. 
 
    “What did you get?” I asked, gesturing to Mika and Cynnedwyn.  
 
    Almost in unison, the two held up their hands, showing off identical rings with bands in the shape of a lightning bolt. 
 
    “Grandma married the Mouse,” Faebio said with a snicker, earning a glare from the druid. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Keep that up and I’ll tell your mother what’s really in the ‘system’ folder on your laptop,” she said.  
 
    Fabio turned a bright red. “Uhm… No, no need for that, Grandma.” 
 
    Kjara tossed me the signet ring and I tucked it away, looking over to where a new portal had appeared. 
 
    “On to the next section?” I asked. 
 
    Cynnedwyn shook her head. “Sorry, but we’re going to have to finish this tomorrow. These deluxe pods may be set up for some long-term play, but a lady still needs her beauty sleep.” 
 
    Mika nodded. “Yeah, I need to get some real sleep too.” 
 
    Faellwyndyr opened his mouth to say something but a look from his grandmother stopped him in his tracks. He sighed. “Fine. I should get my homework done anyway.” 
 
    Kjara wrapped her arm around me. “Let’s get back to the portal room then meet up tomorrow morning. That good with you guys?” she asked. 
 
    “Bright and early! Eight AM?” Cyn said and cackled at Faebio’s distressed look. 
 
    Mika nodded. “Sure. I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and stepped through the portal. 
 
    *** 
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    After making sure the room was clear, I thanked Amenhotep for his help and sent him back to the underworld to do whatever it is he did when not summoned. Mika, Cyn, and Faebio logged out soon after, leaving Kjara and me alone to set up camp. Mika and Kjara both knew about my situation, but I wasn’t quite prepared to share it with the new folks. Especially considering our history and probably temporary nature of our alliance. 
 
    I laid out my bedroll where I’d have a good view of the entire room. I was pretty sure the dungeon was instanced, but there was no way to be certain, and I sure as hell didn’t want to be caught unaware if some Argent Moon goon squad decided to crash the party. 
 
    I had a ton of work I needed to do to bring my stream up to date, but it could wait until Kjara logged off. Quality alone time was hard to come by.  
 
    We sat together on my bedroll, using our packs as a makeshift backrest as we settled in to relax. 
 
    “How long can you stay?” I asked as she slipped under my arm and laid her head on my chest. 
 
    She sighed. “Not long. I promised my mother I’d help her plan some dinner party or something. Like I have any idea what her friends would like.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Uh… I don’t envy you that. Got any ideas?” 
 
    “Eh. I’ll just look at her search history and grab a couple of things that’re trending in the snootiverse. One is bound to work out. But it still means I’ll be off for the rest of the night.” 
 
    “Ah well,” I said with a sigh. “Can’t wait to get out of here so we can do something in real life. I would kill for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich… Or some blue box mac and cheese? Oh… that would be amazing.” 
 
    She laughed and looked up into my eyes, her lips forming a perfect smile. “An interesting choice of cuisine, but I can dig it.” 
 
    I bent down and kissed her gently and she twisted around to face me, her head tilting to the side to find the perfect angle. I took her in my arms and lost myself in the kiss. 
 
    I don’t know how long it lasted, but however long it was, wasn’t enough. She leaned back and bit her lip coyly. “Can’t wait to do that in real life either,” she said and pulled away. “But I do have to get going. Parties to plan and all that.” 
 
    “Well, have fun. Hope it doesn’t take too much of your time. Or patience.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ve perfected the art of the social redirect, so once I give her my list of prestige activities, she’ll likely get sucked down that rabbit hole and I’ll be free to do what I want. I think I’m going to do some more research on the Argent Moon and their recent activities. We’ll need to be prepared for the shitshow once we finish this place.” 
 
    I winced. “Definitely. They’ve already got their goon squads hunting for me. Who knows what other resources they can muster.” 
 
    “Exactly!” She leaned in and gave me another quick kiss. “See you in the morning,” she said, and disappeared before I could reply. 
 
    I shook my head with a smile and leaned back, relaxing and readying myself for the grunt work to come. I had to check on my stream channel, cut and upload the latest videos, and then hit up the temple for a training session. I’d focused on my spellcasting last time, so tonight was melee time. It was sort of like lifting weights, and I wasn’t going to be the guy who skipped leg day. 
 
    There was a lot of footage to cut together. A metric fuck ton to be exact.  
 
    I shook my head at the daunting task ahead of me, and I won’t lie, I seriously considered just skipping it. But I had a responsibility to my subscribers. 
 
    First, I put together my morning quest shenanigans, complete with a comedic Benny Hill cut of my death by web chamber explosion. Once that was done, I chopped up my time literally grinding and turned it into an overview of that aspect of weaponsmithing. 
 
    The first two videos were just the opening acts to the real show: The Battleground. For the mechanics junkies, I split the video so that each phase of the fight had its own vid and stripped anything not related to the game functions.  
 
    For the true fans, I cut the entire battle, and my adventures upon respawn into a beautiful showcase of epic fantasy storytelling. I made sure to show the full extent of the Argent Moon’s idiocy through it all. From their sitting on their thumbs at the last gate, to their assassins attacking me later in the day. 
 
    Thwarting the Argent Moon Guildmaster during our break for the dungeon was the perfect culmination to it all. I was sure she was going to love that, but I didn’t really care. She already wanted me dead for ruining her xp farm. 
 
    I cut together our run through the Fire and Air portions of the dungeon but didn’t post them. There was no need to give someone else a leg up when they might use it to screw us over. Plus, it would be much better to put the entire dungeon together as a single video. 
 
    By the time I was done with all the video work I didn’t have the energy to read through all of the comments, opting instead to put together an email to an old college friend, JP, who used to help me manage my stream. He’d left for a paying job, but with my current subscription base I should be able to throw some credits his way if he was interested. 
 
    Hopefully he would be. Otherwise, I’d have to find someone else to do it… Maybe Amber could use a part-time gig, although her lack of gaming knowledge might be a problem. 
 
    Filing the thought away for another time, I posted up the new videos and then shut down the streaming tools. 
 
    Training was… exhausting. I burned ninety divine favor to raise my Spear, Shield, Medium Armor, Endurance, Precision Strike, and Combat Caster skills by one apiece. I was so tired I almost derped and chose the barracks as my respawn point when I went through the portal, catching myself at the last minute and selecting the dungeon instead. 
 
    I barely remember stumbling across the room from the respawn point to my bedroll. 
 
    My dreams were strange. I was back in the training hall, using my new spear to cut fruit out of the air like that old school ninja game. There was a giant counter floating in the air tracking my progress and I knew that for every fifty points I scored I’d get a kiss from Kjara, who was patiently waiting on the side of the field, dressed in something more appropriate to the prom than a battlefield. 
 
    And just like when I was a teenager, as soon as the dream was about to reach the good parts I woke up with a start, cursing loudly about having over nine thousand points before falling back into a much less eventful sleep. 
 
    *** 
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    The next morning, a video call from my sister startled me awake before my alarm. I hadn’t even realized I could get calls when I was sleeping.  
 
    Drowsily, I answered and yawned as the screen showing Amber’s face came into focus. “James! Are you okay?” 
 
    I blinked slowly as the haze of sleep cleared a bit more. “What do you mean? I’m fine. Why?” 
 
    She let out a sigh as my mother walked by in the background. “He says he’s fine, mom,” she called out, earning a smile and a wave from my mother who was involved in a heated conversation on her own phone. 
 
    “Amber,” I said, growing concerned. “Why wouldn’t I be fine?” 
 
    “The hospital called this morning and said you had a pretty high fever last night and they had to pump in some antibiotics. They didn’t go into details and said you were okay, but I had to check for myself.”  
 
    She gestured to my mother who was pacing angrily. “I don’t think the doctors realize what they are in for if they don’t give any more information.” 
 
    Just then Kjara popped back into existence and tackled me in a hug. 
 
    “You too?” I said as she rained kisses on me.  
 
    My sister cleared her throat, and Kjara blushed a deep crimson as she spotted the video camera. “Guess the hospital called you?” the moon elf asked. 
 
    Amber giggled. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m just glad to see my big bro is doing good… in more ways than one, it seems.” 
 
    Then it was my turn to blush. “Ha ha,” I said. “Yes. I’m okay. I did have some bizarro dreams last night and a fever would definitely explain them.” I turned to Kjara. “You have any idea what happened?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I overheard my father on the phone this morning and rushed to log in before I could hear anything more than what your sister just told you. I sent a message to a friend who’s a nurse at the hospital, so I’ll see what I can find out. You could call them too.” 
 
    “True,” I said and opened up my interface. There was a blinking message with a big red exclamation point waiting for me. “Hold on… looks like I’ve got a message.” 
 
    = MEDICAL ALERT – FEVER DETECTED 
 
    = Attention Patient JJ1094c-5392. At 04:21:32 a fever was detected from your apparatus. Acetaminophen and piperacillin-tazobactam were administered to control the fever and treat the infection. Diagnostic tests indicate the fever was the result of a minor infection caused by a clogged evacuation tube. All issues have been resolved, and systems are working at nominal levels. 
 
    = Kabishiyama Medical  
 
      
 
    Appended to the message was a short note that disappeared as soon as I read it. 
 
    = Nothing to worry about. Batch of nanites weren’t fully charged and fizzled out in one of the tubes. All fixed now. -Atz. 
 
      
 
    I read the official message to my sister who passed it along to my mom. “Ok, sis,” I said. “As you can see, I’m okay. The docs say everything is good, so I’m going to go now and maybe get some more sleep.” I looked at Kjara and grinned. “Or not.” 
 
    “La la la la la,” Amber said, plugging her ears with her fingers. “I’m not listening! Talk to you later!” and she hung up. 
 
    Kjara giggled and kissed me. “Make me breakfast?” 
 
    I laughed and dipped her like the ending of an old timey dance number, kissing her deeply. “I think I can do that.” 
 
    I cooked up some travel cakes, the closest thing I could pull off that remotely resembled breakfast and resolved to pick up some new recipes for good old bacon and eggs or something like that once we were done in the dungeon. 
 
    We enjoyed the fruits of my labor between stolen kisses and lazy snuggles. It was a good morning.  
 
    A short time later, the rest of the party arrived, and it was time to get back to business. We had two more signets to acquire: earth and water, and after the craziness of the air zone I, for one, was in no mood to put up with a typical water dungeon. So when the time came to choose the next challenge, my vote was for earth. 
 
    “Don’t you want to get the annoying puzzle zone out of the way first?” Faebio asked. “The earth dungeon is probably just another brawl fest, and I’m a bit tired of getting murdered.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes “I don’t know… I’m still about twenty percent asleep so I don’t know how useful I’m going to be with any problem solving challenges.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn shrugged. “I don’t care either way. Let’s just choose. I’d rather be fresh to fight the big boss at the end but both options are probably equally shitty.” 
 
    Kjara shrugged. “Whichever. I’ve got my boots fully charged and they should be good against earth critters, but Mika’s got the same for water or ice or whatever it ends up being.” She turned to the dýrafólk. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Let’s do earth next. I’d rather get that one out of the way and leave water hell for later.” 
 
    “Fine!” Faebio said. “But if we all die and don’t get to do the boss fight today it’s not my fault.” 
 
    I grinned and patted him on the back. “Sure thing. Let’s go break some rocks… or whatever.”  
 
    We buffed up, and I summoned Amenhotep while Mika got the portal going. When everyone was ready, we headed in.  
 
    *** Quest Received: Weight of the Earth *** 
 
    *** The earth endures. Can you? *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Reach the center of the Labyrinth [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: Access to the audience chamber of Ser Domhan, Knight of Stone *** 
 
      
 
    The other side of the gate was at least ten degrees colder than the portal room. The air was damp and full of an appropriately earthy smell. Leading onward was a single massive door, engraved with complex Celtic knotwork surrounding a pair of large handles. 
 
    The party spread out to examine the door. “What are the chances of the main entrance being trapped?” I asked as Faebio reached for the handle. 
 
    He pulled his hand back and stepped aside. “Good point.” 
 
    Mika chuckled and crouched down, examining the handles and the crack between the door with a small probe. “Looks clean. Not sure if traps are really an Earth thing though.” 
 
    Kjara nodded. “Eh. We’re in a dungeon and so far, half of the zones have been trap free. There’s bound to be something in here to give the sneaky sneaks their time to shine.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn snickered. “If it’s a labyrinth, there’s probably traps. The door tells me someone built this thing for a purpose. You know, killing us, so I wouldn’t put it past them to include all the murder tools they can.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mika said as he tucked away his tools. “I’ll take the lead so I can deal with any traps. Now if someone will get the door in a second, we can be on our way.” He dropped into stealth. 
 
    Amenhotep took the center position with myself and Kjara next to him, forming a “V” while Cyn and Fabio opened the doors, swinging them open with a low groan.  
 
    Large, glowing gemstones lit the way forward, revealing a giant rectangular hallway that extended about fifty feet before turning sharply to the left. We gave Mika a thirty second lead and then followed, but barely made it halfway down the tunnel before Mika reappeared with an amused look on his face. 
 
    “What’s up?” I whispered. “Did you spot something?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer but couldn’t stop chuckling. 
 
    “Okay…” I said slowly. 
 
    “Come on, boy,” Cynnedwyn said. “Spit it out. Now’s not the time for swallowing.” Faebio shot her a glare. 
 
    “I… I just can’t,” he said. “You… you have to see for yourself… It’s too funny.” 
 
    The druid gave him a curious look and then slipped forward, showing no small ability at stealth herself. When she returned, she shared Mika’s amused look. “Brownies. They’re adorable… if you’re into that kind of thing.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I dunno… It’s a dungeon, they’ll probably be out to shank us even if they are adorable.” 
 
    “Beware anything in a dungeon, Adept,” Amenhotep sent. “All things here will be in service to the Fae and subject to their desires.”  
 
    Everyone was in agreement that we should be on guard, so when we rounded the bend and beheld the brownies for ourselves we were back in formation with Mika flanking in stealth. The hallway continued straight for about fifty feet or so and the brownies were near the far end, sweeping up small clouds of dust as they went about their duties. 
 
    Standing between one and a half and two feet tall, the Brownies looked like tiny, gangly old men. They had pot bellies and long pointed ears that stuck out of their wild brown manes. 
 
    We approached slowly, and they ignored us until we were about twenty feet out. When we crossed that invisible threshold, they all looked up at us and froze. I used the pause to Analyze the closest critter. 
 
    *** Corrupted Brownie, Level 10 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Corrupted *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: None *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Lightning, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Agility, Fortune *** 
 
      
 
    I whispered the information to the party as we continued the approach, waiting to see what the creatures would do. As we got closer, the physical signs of their corruption were more visible, making me even more certain that we were in for a bad time. 
 
    Things went south almost instantly. As if a switch had been flipped in their brains, the brownies changed. Their goofy looking grins changed instantly to something out of a nightmare as forests of needle-sharp teeth sprouted from their gums. 
 
    Their eyes shifted from vaguely human looking to jet black pits of dark energy, and sharp claws erupted from the tips of their fingers. They dropped their brooms to the ground and let out a keening wail, sending a shiver down my spine. 
 
    I counted more than a dozen of the creatures as they charged, their toothy maws open wider than should have been possible. I raised my shield and set my spear for the charge, but Faebio beat us all to the punch. He stepped up next to Amenhotep and unleashed a giant fan of flames from the tip of his staff that reduced the brownie swarm to cinders before they could reach us. 
 
    The creatures were too low level to give any xp, which was annoying, but appropriate for their difficulty. Although those teeth looked like they wouldn’t be a pleasant experience had they reached us. 
 
    “Alrighty then,” Kjara said and clapped Faebio on the shoulder. “You’re on trash duty from now on.” 
 
    I bent down and sifted through the ashes. “Pretty damn efficient too. Didn’t leave anything behind.” 
 
    Mika materialized from stealth. “Nice one, kid. I’ll make sure to keep an eye out for that spell when trying to flank in the future.” 
 
    Faebio grinned. “Yeah. That would have sucked if I’d hit you too. I’ll call out a warning if I’m casting it next time… Spell is called Burning Hands, so I’ll yell that.” 
 
    “Okay. Jazz hands it is,” the dýrafólk said with an amused grin. “I’ll go check out the path ahead and see if we’ll be having any more brownie-ques in our near future.” 
 
    He dropped back into stealth and headed out, returning a short time later to report. Around the bend the path split to the left and the right. The left path continued onwards before curving to the right, while the other went straight for as far as he could see with a branch to the left about forty to fifty feet down. 
 
    After a short discussion we decided to try for the route with the most direct path to the center, which in this case meant turning right and then taking the left branch. It was probably a dead end, but there was no telling what logic the devs were using to map things out. 
 
    There were no creatures in the hallway, so we moved as fast as Mika could scan for traps. As we approached the intersection, we could see additional side passages branching off of our current path further down the line. 
 
    We all froze when Mika dropped out of stealth in the middle of the intersection and held up a hand. “There’s something weird here. I can’t find any traps, but my spidey-sense is going haywire like there’s something I’m missing.” 
 
    I looked over the area with my blessed sight and didn’t see any spirits or anything, and there were no runes or anything that made me think anything magic was going on.  
 
    Faebio’s eyes started to glow a bright blue as he scanned the area. “I don’t see any enchantments, but the entire place is low key magical, so who knows.” 
 
    “Everyone keep an eye out as we go. Hopefully we can avoid anything unpleasant.”  
 
    We headed down the left passage with Mika in the lead. After about thirty feet the hallway bent sharply to the left and doubled back on itself. 
 
    Mika was still in stealth, but apparently the next group of brownies was more observant than their crispy cousins and spotted him as soon as he came around the bend.  
 
    Their keening scream put us on guard and we rushed around the bend. Mika barely avoided splatting himself against Amenhotep’s shield as he whipped around the bend with the brownies on his heels. The dýrafólk dropped into a baseball slide and passed through the mummy’s legs. 
 
    The brownies were too close to safely catch them all in his spell, so Faebio settled for incinerating their stragglers while the rest of the swarm did their best to turn us into a living jungle gym of pain. 
 
    I bashed one of the brownies with my shield and impaled another on the end of my spear, but there were more than enough to go around.  
 
    Cynnedwyn sprouted some sort of porcupine quill armor that was decorated with the bleeding remains of three of the creatures, and as I watched, she blasted another two apart with a Moonbeam. 
 
    Faebio had blood running down his face and seeping through the fabric of his robes, but the burned remains of his attacker were smoldering on the ground. And Kjara… Kjara had gone full murder-hobo.  
 
    She danced and spun into the seemingly endless mob of the labyrinth’s pissed off custodial staff, taking out swaths of brownies with each swing. She didn’t make it through unscathed, earning numerous cuts and bites on her legs and back from the pile of feral Fae, but I was able to keep her murder spree going with a few well-timed Cure Wounds spells. 
 
    That was just the beginning of her plan though. When she reached the center of the enemies, she stomped down hard. A blast of lightning erupted from her boots and arced through the grouped-up enemies, leaving twitching, dead things behind. 
 
    Once their momentum was broken, the stragglers were easy to mop up. Amenhotep had at least six of the creatures gnawing on his arms and legs, but they were barely able to penetrate his armor let alone make any sort of dent in his massive health pool.  
 
    Mika sliced them off one by one with skillful flicks of his dagger while the tank stood there stoically. 
 
    Once again we got zero experience, but a quick search of the less crispy bodies yielded a few random components that Mika thought could be useful for making poisons. 
 
    We left the carnage behind and continued along the hallway, falling back into formation. The floor sloped upwards, gradually at first but eventually it started to wear down my stamina. 
 
    “Sure we need to go this way?” Kjara said. “I don’t think the center of the labyrinth is going to be up.” 
 
    Faebio was panting at the back of the pack. “Yeah, man. I can barely feel my legs.” 
 
    I laughed as we continued, doing my best to hide my own fatigue as we climbed. The walls of the hall changed as we continued the climb. Small recesses appeared every twenty feet or so in the walls, each set with a flickering torch that lit the otherwise dim hallway. 
 
    Eventually the hallway bent back towards what seemed to be the center of the zone – at least according to my minimap – and ended in a massive double door, covered with Celtic knotwork similar to the main entrance. 
 
    The door was big enough that Mika didn’t even have to duck to examine the latching mechanism. He took out his tools and started probing. “It’s not even locked,” he said, “but I can't see anything on the other side, so get ready.” 
 
    He pulled the handle of the left and jumped back as both sides sprung open, revealing not a group of enemies, but the bottom of some kind of elevator shaft. It was weird though. The floor met the far wall with a shallow curve. Like a ramp. 
 
    My thoughts were cut off as the sound of rumbling echoed from above. Cynnedwyn cursed and booked it back down the tunnel. “It’s a trap! Run!” 
 
    We ran as dust and dirt started to billow out of the shaft. The sound of the doors being blasted off of their hinges made me look back, and I almost tripped when I saw the giant Indiana Jones inspired boulder rolling around the corner, gaining speed. 
 
    Cynnedwyn was far ahead with Mika and Kjara not far behind, leaving me and Amenhotep in the rear. “I would suggest you release me, Adept,” Amenhotep sent. “There is no way I will outrun that rock.” 
 
    Cursing, I ended the spell, just in time to save my companion from becoming a mummy pancake. I sprinted as fast as I could, but knew deep down I was probably hosed. That was, of course, until I spotted Faebio ahead, pressed into one of the alcoves I’d noticed earlier. 
 
    “Oh thank you game mechanics!” I yelled and darted for the closest unoccupied alcove, slipping inside just as the boulder rolled past. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was a little big for the niche and couldn’t fit all the way in. The boulder crashed into my right shoulder, pancaking it and my spear arm against the wall of the tunnel and turning my vision white with pain. 
 
    I blacked out, and when I regained consciousness again I found Kjara looking down at me with concern. “You with us, Kheph?” 
 
    A wave of nausea washed through me as I bolted upright, raising my hand to make sure it was still attached. When the boulder hit it felt like it had been ripped off like I’d started some shit with an angry Wookie. 
 
    “Cyn can regrow limbs,” Kjara said, answering my obvious question as she handed me my spear. “And luckily your spear survived too.” 
 
    Giving her a thankful smile, I took the weapon and used it to regain my feet. “Was there anything else behind the door? Or just death?” 
 
    Mika snorted. “Just death. You should’ve seen what almost happened to the elves.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and Cyn chimed in, “When we triggered the trap it must have activated something back at the intersection. Some kind of spiked wall. Luckily, we were far enough ahead to double back and take cover in the alcoves.” 
 
    Kjara touched my cheek. “I was worried you’d gotten turned into a pancake.”  
 
    I smiled, putting my hand over hers. “I’m fine. Just glad I was able to get Amenhotep to safety before it got him. Would really suck for you to have to tank for the rest of the dungeon.” 
 
    She shrugged, letting her hand fall back to her side. “Could I do it? Yes. Do I want to do it? Hell no.” 
 
    I chuckled, “I feel the exact same way about healing, but I can’t just up and summon a new…” I said and then paused. “Well, I could get a healer mummy next time the skill ranks up, but buffing Amenhotep is much better.” 
 
    She grinned and patted my cheek. “Well then, buckle up buttercup. Time to bring back the big man and get back to beating some knights.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I moved off to the side and summoned Amenhotep back from the Land of the Dead. And then we were off. 
 
    We headed back the way we’d come until it met up with the previous tunnel. The intersection was full of shards of the broken wall of spikes and the boulder was embedded more than halfway into the far wall.  
 
    The footing wasn’t easy, but after a few minor scrapes and bruises we were able to make our way past and back onto the path. When we came to the next branch, Mika scouted out the side path to ensure we weren’t leaving enemies at our back while we continued our search for the center of the zone. 
 
    The path continued onwards, sloping downwards for a change which made me nervous. We’d already avoided one Indiana Jones boulder and I wouldn’t put it past the devs to double up on such a classic.  
 
    I was so focused on searching the ceiling and walls for another trap that I almost missed it when we came to the end of the tunnel: a trio of enemies lying in wait.  
 
    The creatures were about eight feet tall and looked like they were made out of twisted roots and branches. Instead of hair they had clumps of leaves, some of which were dangling limp and rotten, infested with black veins.  
 
    I used Analyze and relayed the info to my companions. 
 
    *** Corrupted Spriggan, Level 20 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Corrupted *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Deep Roots *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire, Lightning *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    Faebio cackled in glee, earning a stern look from his grandmother and drawing the full focus of the lead Spriggan. It glided across the ground, its feet melded somehow into the earth, leaving a small trail of broken rocks and soil behind it that slowly absorbed back into the stone floor. 
 
    It crouched down and drove its hand into the floor. Roots sprouted from its arm and dug into the ground, raising small piles of dirt and rock. The stone under Faebio’s feet exploded as the roots resurfaced, wrapping him up in a cocoon of thorny vines. 
 
    The sun elf screamed as the thorns dug into his flesh and held him immobile. “Ah! Get it off, get it off! It won’t let me cast or anything!” 
 
    I glanced at the icon next to his name in the party window. The Spriggan had affected him with something called “Thorny Prison,” and the only way we could get rid of it without hurting Faebio was to take out the caster. The only silver lining was that the skill required the Spriggan’s focus, so it was out of the fight as long as it was maintaining the prison. 
 
    “Hey, Cyn,” I yelled. “You get to heal this one. These guys are weak to fire and I’m going to let them have it.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat, baldy.” She yelled, and a second later the tingle of regeneration magic flowed through me. 
 
    *** You have been blessed with Lesser Regeneration! *** 
 
      
 
    With a giant grin I tucked my spear behind my shield, toggled my aura, and cast Flamestrike, hurling the spell at the lead Spriggan. It tried to dodge but was too slow to avoid the burning missile. With a hiss of burning wood, the flaming javelin sank into the Fae’s side.  
 
    It looked down at the flaming javelin and hissed. “It burns us!”  
 
    The Spriggan barely finished its observation before the spell detonated, blasting off half of its body and a third of its health bar. The explosion set the main target and his friend on fire and burned away a small bit of the other’s health. 
 
    I followed up with a Sunstrike at my initial target, burning away another chunk of health while it was still trying to deal with the lingering flames.  
 
    Hissing in pain, the Spriggan thrust its remaining arm in my direction and launched a shower of sharpened missiles. I raised my shield but was unable to completely block the attack. 
 
    Three of the thorns lodged into my shoulder and bored through my armor. My right arm went numb and my spear clattered to the ground. 
 
    Kjara charged past with her swords ablaze and rushed the Spriggan. Before she could close, its arm… shifted somehow. The roots and knots making up the limb reformed into a large, hardened shield. Her flurry of blows chipped away at the shield, but did far less damage than expected. 
 
    Amenhotep was a step behind, using Shockwave to blast all three enemies. The two burning Spriggans turned their focus on the mummy, but the third was able to stay focused on keeping Faebio out of the battle. Knowing the kid’s class was like kryptonite to these wooden monsters, I really couldn’t blame them. 
 
    The mostly uninjured Spriggan unleashed a blast of thorns at Amenhotep, scoring a few small wounds. The tank’s tower shield was able to mitigate most of the attack, and Cynnedwyn’s regeneration magic made short work of the minor wounds. 
 
    Feeling returned to my arm as the druid’s healing magic ejected the spines from my body. Full functionality returned shortly after.  
 
    Cynnedwyn paused her healing to send avian debuffs flying towards the enemy, stealing stats from the Spriggan who still had both of its arms and delivering them to Kjara and Amenhotep. 
 
    As Kjara finished off her target with a vicious combo from the rear, Mika made his appearance, driving his blades deep into the channeling Spriggan. 
 
    The prison holding Faebio fell away. “Finally!” he yelled and brandished his staff while chanting a spell. A constant stream of flaming bolts streaked from its tip, half of them blasting into his former jailor while the rest went wide. 
 
    Mika cursed and dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding an errant fireball. “Damnit! Watch where you’re shooting those things!” 
 
    Faebio’s mana bar bottomed out and he collapsed, his rain of random fireballs finally coming to a close. He might not have been as accurate as I would have wished, but he did do quite a number on the enemy.  
 
    His former jailor was a pile of smoldering twigs, and Amenhotep’s foe wasn’t much better off. I hit it with a Sunstrike, bringing it even closer to death, and then Mika and Kjara rushed in to finish it off. 
 
    *** Your party has killed 3 Corrupted Spriggans! Your party gains 1620xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 6 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Kjara has reached level 18! *** 
 
      
 
    *** 
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    Mika and Kjara searched the enemy remains for anything of value while Cynnedwyn and I healed everyone back to full. There wasn’t much in terms of generic items, just more of the same alchemical-type components that only Mika seemed to have an idea about, so we stored them away for later. There had to be some type of market for Fae bits, somewhere. 
 
    I reapplied Aset’s Mantle to the group, leveling it up to rank nine in the process. Jackal’s Tooth still had a few minutes left, but I decided to refresh that as well just in case we didn’t get another break before the end. 
 
    We headed back and down the last branch, following the second, outer tunnel that curved around to the left.  
 
    “I’m getting really tired of these dead ends,” Faebio said. “Why’s it always got to be a maze?” 
 
    “What do you mean, always?” Kjara asked. “This is literally the first maze that I’ve been in.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn laughed. “Didn’t do much of the Vale of Dreams content, eh? Whoever designed this part of the world had a real maze-boner.” 
 
    Faebio nodded. “Yeah. Go fetch this thing… in a maze. Go kill that monster… in a maze. Go find farmer Dan and bring him these seeds…” 
 
    “In a maze?” I asked. 
 
    “In a hedge maze. The seeds were so he could finish the stupid maze, which he did as soon as I delivered them.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn laughed, shaking her head. “Oh, I remember that one.” 
 
    “And the dumb farmer leaves you there and you have to find your way out!” he said, growling. I opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off. “And before you ask, the quest wipes out your minimap of the area, so you have to do it legit.” 
 
    I laughed. “Good xp at least?” 
 
    “Not even close,” he said. “And to top it all off, the reward for the quest was a bunch of crappy alchemy recipes.” 
 
    Mika faded back into view with a giant grin on his face. “You still have them? I’ll buy ‘em from you.” 
 
    The sun elf shook his head. “Sorry man. I traded them to the potions vendor for some mana potions.” 
 
    “Ah well,” the dýrafólk said with a sigh. “If you find any more let me know. I’ll give you a better price than the vendors.” 
 
    “You going full blown alchemist now, Mika?” I asked.  
 
    He nodded. “Why stick to just poisons when I can craft some buffs in a bottle? Never know when you’re going to need a little more strength or a bit more stamina.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn cackled. “Everyone could use a bit more stamina. If ya know what I mean,” she said and winked at the rogue, who just grinned and shook his head. 
 
    “I’ll scout ahead,” he said and headed back down the hallway, fading from view as he activated Stealth. We gave him a good ten seconds and then followed. 
 
    He stopped us a minute or so later as we approached a section of tunnel where it bent sharply to the left. He raised a finger to his lips and gestured for us to move back down the hallway where we could talk without alerting whatever was ahead. 
 
    “Okay. After the bend, the hallway ends in a T,” Mika said, drawing it out in the dirt. “There’s a pack of those Spriggan things in the bit before the intersection.” He gestured to the top of the T and continued, “There’s a second group patrolling out here. So we’ll need to be careful not to pull adds.” 
 
     “How often does the patrol go by?” Kjara asked. 
 
    “Often,” he replied. “If we fight the first group in that hallway we’re pretty much guaranteed to pull the patrol too… Unless the game is smoking some serious crack.” 
 
    Kjara reached down and added our current hallway to the sketch, gesturing to our approximate location. “Couldn’t we just pull them back around the bend and deal with them here?” 
 
    Faebio sniffed. “We should be able to burn six of them. They weren’t that tough.” 
 
    I looked over at him and raised an eyebrow and started to comment, but Mika beat me to it. “And what if they wrap you up in a cocoon again?” 
 
    The sun elf deflated a bit at that. “Now that we know that’s a thing we should be able to avoid it… right?” 
 
    Cyn snorted. “There’s time to dodge. Just gotta keep your eyes open.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. We should be able to dodge their snares, or at least have an easy time focusing down the one doing it since they just sit there and take it. Hell, it's almost a buff depending on who they target.” 
 
    Kjara punched Faebio in the shoulder. “No more fire sprinkler though, okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah... That worked a lot better in my imagination.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Okay. So let’s try and pull them around the corner and deal with them down here. And if we get the adds, well, we get the adds.” 
 
    Kjara squeezed my arm and gave me a smile. “You going to heal this time? Or do you still need to blow off some steam?” 
 
    Cynnedwyn muttered something under her breath that I didn’t catch before speaking up. “Nah. You burn, I’ll heal. My Moonbeam can hurt ‘em, but your spells will be more effective on the woodies.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks, Cyn.” 
 
    “And remember to focus them down if they pull that snare nonsense,” Mika added. 
 
    “I will position myself to intercept them when they round the bend,” Amenhotep sent and readied himself in the center of the corridor. 
 
    “Who’s going to pull?” Faebio asked, an eager look in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Kjara volunteered, and at Faebio’s disappointed look she added, “last time they snared you because you were the first one that attacked. Better we play it safe in case they try the same thing. If they snare me we’ll need you to burn them down as fast as possible.” 
 
    The sun elf’s face split in a massive grin. “You got it.” 
 
    Mika sniffed. “And if we get both groups?” 
 
    I chuckled and said, “BOHICA,” earning a confused look from everyone except for Cynnedwyn who startled cackling. 
 
    “Hah! Yes!” she said.  
 
    Kjara raised an eyebrow and asked in an overly sweet voice, “What’s BOHICA, darling?” 
 
    I snickered and burst into song. “BOHICA, BOHICA. Bend over here it comes again.” She swatted at me playfully which I easily avoided.  
 
    Cyn muttered something about a different kind of wood and bending over but feigned innocence when I looked her way. 
 
    Ignoring my masterful performance, Mika moved up to the corner and dropped down into stealth, disappearing from view while Faebio, Cynnedwyn, and I took up position behind Amenhotep.  
 
    Kjara sheathed her blades and readied her bow, flashing me a grin as she stepped around the corner and let fly. She got three shots off in quick succession before the enemy countered. The earth started churning at her feet. She jumped backwards and rolled just in time to avoid being snared and looked back down the hallway. 
 
    “Shit!” she cursed and ran towards the party. “BOHICA! We have BOHICA!” 
 
    Amenhotep raised his shield and lowered his stance, prepared to meet the enemy head on. A soft glow suffused his shield as he prepared a Shockwave. 
 
    Cursing, I leaned my lightning spear against the wall, toggled my aura, and cast Flamestrike, hoping the AOE would be more effective against the pack.  
 
    “Stay clear, Mika!” I yelled. “Going to use some AOEs to try and get a jump on things!” 
 
    A blur of motion near the end of the hallway was the only sign he’d heard, but it was enough to put my mind at ease. “Hey Faellwyndyr,” I said, giving the sun elf a grin. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s time to burninate some Fae!” 
 
     “Hell yeah!” the sun elf yelled and raised his staff. 
 
    Kjara joined us on the back lines and drew another arrow just as the first pack of Spriggans skated around the corner.  
 
    I threw my Flamestrike at the middle of the pack, hitting the second Spriggan center mass. Faebio’s spell followed seconds later, hitting the first where it merged with the hallway floor and burning through one of its legs. 
 
    The Spriggan’s scream was drowned out as my spell detonated, blasting a massive hole in the primary target’s chest and setting the trio on fire. 
 
    A second Flame Bolt from Faebio’s staff finished off my initial target while Kjara and Cynnedwyn focused fire on the one Faebio had legged. 
 
    When the second trio came around the corner, Amenhotep released the pent-up energy in his shield and blasted into the enemies with a Shockwave. The force of the blow, combined with the damage from the moon elven onslaught, broke the lead Spriggan free of its roots, doing the last bit of damage needed to finish it. 
 
    Its corpse landed in the way of the second party, forcing them to move around it due to their unique mode of transportation. All four of the remaining Fae flowed towards Amenhotep with their branch-like talons extended. 
 
    The warm glow of Cynnedwyn’s regeneration spell settled over the mummy as he braced himself for the imminent attack. All four Spriggans shot their loads at the same time, filling the entire hallway with a spray of thorns.  
 
    Amenhotep ducked behind his shield and was able to avoid most of the attack, but the rest of us weren’t as lucky.  
 
    Acting on instinct, I leapt towards Kjara and put myself between her and the Spriggans, blocking most of the missiles with my shield, and some with my body. The pain was intense, and I lost my footing for a second when it hit but was able to recover quickly.  
 
    Faebio and Cynnedwyn had somehow avoided the spray with some form of duck and cover shenanigans, dodge-rolling backwards out of the ability’s max range or something.  
 
    The shower of thorns had cut my health down to half, but at least the barbs didn’t knock out my arm again. Amenhotep wasn’t much better than I was. Even his giant shield was only able to do so much since he was the focus of the attack. He’d blocked hundreds of the wooden thorns, but a lot of them had still gotten through.  
 
    Luckily the Spriggans had to stand still to unload, so we had a few precious seconds to recover before it was time to brawl. 
 
    Cynnedwyn leapt back to her feet in an impressive display of dexterity. She cursed when she saw the state of our tank. She pulled a knife from her belt and slashed it across her palm as she chanted a spell. 
 
    The slow, steady glow of the Regeneration spell on Amenhotep flared and most of his wounds disappeared. At the same time, Cynnedwyn’s health bar drained to almost zero and she collapsed to her knees. 
 
    “Grandma!” Faebio yelled as he regained his feet. He turned his angry gaze on the plant-men and unleashed a spray of Firebolts with a scream of rage. 
 
    Kjara ran past me, mostly uninjured as she rushed to join the fray. The flames licking up her blades were reflected in her angry, vengeful eyes. 
 
    I cast a pair of Cure Wounds on Cynnedwyn, falling back into healer mode until she could get back on her feet.  
 
    Once she was out of danger, I took care of my own wounds and went back on the offensive, grabbing my Stormlance from its resting place against the wall before charging into the fray with a salvo of Sunstrikes leading the way. 
 
    Kjara was at Amenhotep’s side, her swords burning gashes in the wooden flesh of the Fae. Mika joined in as well, landing a devastating surprise attack against the last of the root-men before rolling clear and taking shelter behind Amenhotep when his DPS was enough to pull aggro. 
 
    The Spriggans were all standing in a line, which was the perfect opportunity for me to try out my new toy, so instead of rushing to the front, I detoured to the flank. Aiming my staff to avoid my companions, I triggered its ability and blinked as a bright flash filled the corridor. 
 
    A massive bolt of lightning shot out of the spear and burned a hole through the closest of the plant-men before arcing through the rest of the line, doing less damage to each successive creature.  
 
    Mika, sensing the perfect opportunity to wreak havoc, ran down the line, plunging his blades into each of the Spriggans as he passed by. The damage was enough to finish the one who’d taken the full blast of lightning and bring the second to less than five percent. 
 
    A blast of fire finished it off, leaving only two who discovered firsthand what it felt like to be beaten to a literal pulp by a circle of determined and cranky adventurers. 
 
    *** Your party has killed 6 Corrupted Spriggans! Your party gains 3240xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 12 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Soothing Touch spell! Rank 12 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aura of the Underworld spell! Rank 9 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    I let out a deep breath and leaned against the wall, exhausted. Kjara came over and leaned against me, breathing hard as well. “So… No BOHICA then?” she said with a laugh. 
 
    *** 
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    After a round of healing and some looting of alchemical bits for Mika’s future experiments we continued on, thankful that there were no other groups waiting to ambush us. 
 
    Mika scouted out both directions, finding another dead end to the left occupied with another pack of Spriggans, which we elected to avoid. The extra xp would be nice, but there was a limit to the number of splinters we were willing to suffer through. 
 
    The other path continued deeper into the labyrinth. There were no Spriggans that way but there was a massive pack of Brownies doing a piss poor job of setting an ambush. The little creepers were poorly concealed behind fallen rocks and chunks of masonry. One of them was even trying to hide behind another Brownie. 
 
    Needless to say, they met a very ignoble end at the hand of our Flamecaller, netting us a very appropriate goose egg’s worth of experience in return.  
 
    The rest of the labyrinth became routine, with alternating packs of Spriggans or a Googleplex of Brownies, scattered around the corridors. Occasionally the devs threw in a trap or two, but Mika was able to deal with them without a problem.  
 
    But the routine didn’t last forever. Eventually we entered a serpentine hallway that led to a large circular room. Set into the floor was a massive stone disk carved with a triquetra, and twelve-foot statues occupied each of the Celtic triple-knot’s points. 
 
    When we got in range, I used Analyze and let out a low whistle at the results. 
 
    *** Corrupted Carraig Tríúid, Level 18 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Corrupted, Stoneform*** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Fuil Roinnte *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Lightning, Blunt *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    “All three are the same. Level eighteen bosses,” I said and read off the rest of the information off to the party. 
 
    “Damn,” Faebio said. “Guess I couldn’t live the DPS dream all day.” 
 
    Kjara patted him on the back, hard, sending him stumbling. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get to shine again in the water dungeon.” 
 
    Mika chuckled. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    Cyn looked over at the bosses. “There’s probably some mechanic here. I don’t believe they would make us fight three giant bosses.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe they’re super slow?” 
 
    Amenhotep gazed at the statues with his glowing eyes. “We shall destroy these foes as we have all that would oppose our lord.” 
 
    Cyn gave the mummy a crooked smile. “That’s right big guy. Let’s give ‘em the what for!” 
 
    I snorted at that. “Give them what?” I asked, but she just muttered something about youth and lack of culture. “Okay. Guess it's time to be cautious. Amenhotep’ll grab them and the rest of us focus.” I looked to Cyn. “I take it I’ve got healing duty this time?” 
 
    “Damn skippy,” she said. “You had your fun, now back to the kitchen and make me a sammich!” 
 
    Kjara snickered. “Thank you, dear. We’re going to need more than Regeneration, I think. Those things look like they’re going to hit like trucks.” 
 
    “True,” I replied, flashing her a warm smile. “Let’s refresh our buffs before we go in though. Don’t want to lose them halfway through.” 
 
    We scarfed down some food courtesy of the Create Food and Water Spell. It wasn’t as tasty, or as beneficial as what I could whip up with the Cooking skill, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    Recasting my buffs earned me a rank in Jackal’s Tooth, adding a nice secondary effect to the spell that seemed perfect for PVP encounters. Messing with the healer’s ability to keep their tank from becoming roadkill would be pretty strong. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Jackal’s Tooth spell! Rank 10 Achieved! Critical hits scored with a weapon blessed with this spell will now impart a curse, reducing the benefits of all healing for 1 minute per rank. *** 
 
      
 
    And then we were off. We moved into formation and stepped onto the stone disk with Amenhotep in the lead. As soon as our feet touched it, the triquetra carving lit up and pulsed with a bright yellow energy. 
 
    A ball of light emerged from the center of the design and plunged into the statue closest to our tank. It shifted, its joints cracking slightly as it started to move. I toggled on Aura of the Underworld and readied myself just as a massive stone gate slammed down to block our retreat. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed forward and engaged the construct, saving his Shockwave in case the rest decided to join the party while Cynnedwyn and Faebio blasted it with spells. Their attacks barely scratched it, deflected by some type of skin tight force field. 
 
    With an exaggerated movement, the boss swung its massive fist in a wide arc, slamming into Amenhotep’s shield. The mummy went flying through the air, almost colliding with Kjara as she rushed to join the battle.  
 
    The one hit had knocked a full third from his health bar and left him struggling to rise. I cursed and sent a series of healing bolts his way, raising his health back to full with a lucky crit. 
 
    Mika popped out of stealth behind the boss and tried to bury his blades in the creature’s knee, but the blades were unable to penetrate the shield. “What the hell!” he yelled. “How are we supposed to kill these things if they don’t take any damage?” 
 
    “There’s gotta be a mechanic. The other statues still sitting there?” Kjara yelled as she dodged out of the way of the boss’s hammer fist. 
 
    “The shield has to give at some point, right?” Faebio said as he sent an almost constant stream of Firebolts streaming into the boss. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed back in, using Shockwave to grab the boss’ attention away from Kjara before it got lucky. His shield and khopesh were just as ineffective against the boss as the rest of our attacks, but some damage was better than none, even if that some was a measly three percent. 
 
    “Do that lightning thing again,” Mika called out. “You said it’s weak to that right?” 
 
    “Should be,” I yelled back, taking aim at the statue’s central mass. “CLEAR!” 
 
    The bolt of lightning shot across the room and hit the boss’ force field, but instead of being stopped the bolt was deflected to the side. As luck would have it, the bolt crashed into one of the inactive statues, blasting a small hole in its chest. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the health bar on the active boss dropped by five whole percent. 
 
    “Do it again!” Faebio yelled. 
 
    “I can't! Staff only had two charges and I already used them!” I replied, gesturing towards the inert statues. “That thing took the blast, but angry boy here took damage. Try blasting the other statues.” 
 
    “Why not,” the sun elf said with a shrug and redirected his fire at the giant I’d hit with the reflected bolt. 
 
    The flames turned the stone black, and the active boss’ health dropped by a small amount. It wasn’t much, but it was a lot more than the direct attacks had done. “It works! Smash the other ones—” I said, but was rudely interrupted by a massive right hook that sent me flying. 
 
    *** You have been stunned! *** 
 
      
 
    I heard Kjara screaming something but couldn’t make out the words through my muddled senses. The attack had hurt so much that I hadn’t even registered it when I collided with the wall.  
 
    The stun didn’t last long, but it was long enough, dropping off just in time for me to get a good view of the boss’ giant stone boot as it turned me into a red smear. 
 
    *** You have been killed! *** 
 
    *** Amenhotep has been dismissed! *** 
 
      
 
    Well, fuck, I thought as I reappeared on the rolling dunes of the Land of the Dead. And just when we might have figured out the mechanic, too. Maybe the others will be able to pull it off still. 
 
    Death sucked, but there was a silver lining. Amenhotep hadn’t been killed, so I’d be able to summon him back as soon as the death timer was up.  
 
    I teleported myself to the temple, intending to head to the training area to lay some groundwork for the night's training, but those plans went right out the window when I arrived.  
 
    Lounging on one of the pews was Cleena, the Valerian goddess of… something. She was dressed in a different, yet similar dress, at least in the amount of skin is showed. “Have you been avoiding me?” she asked with a pout.  
 
    My face must have turned beet red. She burst out laughing, pushing her ebony locks free of her face. “You mortals are too easy,” she said. “I see that you have encountered the stone triplets, and since you’re here now, I guess it didn’t go well?” 
 
    I shook my head. “My companions are still fighting so there’s a chance. Now that we know how to damage them they might still pull it off.” 
 
    She giggled, shifting to show off just how sheer her dress was. “Oh, I doubt that.” 
 
    I looked her right in the eyes, and no lower. “Burn the inactive statues. Should be pretty straight forward.” 
 
    She just smiled. “In any case, I came here for a reason. It seems that my Valerian Court contemporaries have grown overly fond of Queen Áine an Fíor and would prefer that you not kill her once you get to Cúirt na Sióg.” 
 
    “What?!” I exclaimed. “Not kill her? How are we supposed to finish this quest if we can’t take her out?” 
 
    She tapped her lips with a sharpened nail. “When you return to the living world, you will find a vial of silver liquid in your pack. When Áine is nearly dead, feed it to her. If you do so you will earn the sincere gratitude of the entire Valerian Court.” 
 
    *** Quest Update: Left Arm of the Devourer *** 
 
    *** Cleena, Valerian Goddess of Love and Beauty had requested a favor on behalf of the Court. She asks that you spare the life of the Fae Queen and utilize a potion she provided to cleanse the taint from the royal Fae. *** 
 
    *** Updated Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Enter the Forbidden Barrows [1/1] *** 
 
    *** Optional: Spare the Fae Queen and use the Potion of Lunar Essence to cleanse her of Kchil’ik’s taint. [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from the Fae Court [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Return the Left Arm of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, reputation with the Saa Pantheon, reputation with the Valerian Court *** 
 
    *** Optional Reward: A favor from the goddess Cleena. *** 
 
      
 
    There was no option to accept or reject the updated criteria, so I just smiled and nodded. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    She reached out and ran her nails along my bare arm. “Oh, I know you will,” she said with a smirk and then disappeared. 
 
    *** Note: Your notifications were suppressed by a divine being. That suppression has been lifted. *** 
 
    *** Kjara has been killed! *** 
 
    *** Cynnedwyn has been killed! *** 
 
    *** Faellwyndyr has been killed! *** 
 
    *** Mika has been killed! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Corrupted Carraig Tríúid, ending HP: 77% *** 
 
    *** Encounter reset: Triquetra *** 
 
      
 
    Well that’s new, I thought after the first message. I didn’t know the IG gods had enough power to mess with your system messages, but I guess nothing was sacred. The updated quest seemed pretty normal, but there was never a guarantee that it would be good. 
 
    In any case, it was almost time to rejoin the living, so I teleported myself to the gates, waited for the timer to run out, and hopped through. 
 
    *** 
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    As soon as I materialized back in the gate room, I reached into my pouch to see what the elven goddess had put there.  
 
    *** < Potion of Lunar Essence > *** 
 
    *** The essence of the moon in its purest form. This potion has the ability to cleanse any corruption from beings of the Valerian Court. ***  
 
      
 
    “Well, that should do it,” I said. Use the potion to cleanse the fairy queen, and once she was back to her normal Fae-ness, she would be able to hand over the prize. 
 
    “Sup, Pancake,” Kjara said after fully materializing in the room. “That boss really didn’t like getting electrified.” 
 
    I turned and gave her a wide smile. “How long did you guys last? My notifications got delayed somehow when I was in the underworld. Your elf gods can be a real pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Not that long. It’s super hard to keep aggro when you can’t do damage to the thing that’s attacking you. Without taunt skills it was pretty much a guaranteed wipe.” 
 
    “You should learn one then,” I said with a playful grin. “Can’t be solely reliant on Amenhotep after all. And who’s going to save me from big nasty statues?” 
 
    She scrunched her nose at me and pointed a finger. “I’ll have you know that with my superior DPS skills, I normally have no problem keeping aggro when I do have to tank.”  
 
    I looked down at my armor as if searching for something. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” she asked, coming closer. 
 
    I looked up. “Just the giant boot print from the Fae statue.” 
 
    She punched me playfully. “That’s not my fault! Amenhotep was tanking!” 
 
    I snickered. “I know, just playing.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Anyways, I had just enough time to hit up Kah’Bomani Nephati and learn a basic, single target taunt. Don’t have any points to sink into it right now so it may not last for long, but something’s better than nothing.” 
 
    With a smile, I bent down and kissed her forehead.  
 
    A groan revealed Mika’s arrival. “Glad, I got here before things got really exciting.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Cynnedwyn said with a cackle. “I’m always up for a show.” 
 
    I blushed, trying to come up with a good comeback but was saved when Faebio arrived. “Damnit! Three! Three deaths in this stupid dungeon!” 
 
    Kjara laughed. “Happens to the best of us. Last dungeon we wiped… what was it? Three times on the last boss?” 
 
    “Yeah, three,” I replied. 
 
    “Kheph died five times that dungeon,” Mika added. 
 
    “Five?” Cyn said. “Were you trying to get killed?” 
 
    “Hey now,” I said, waving them off. “One of those times was a bug. Even the devs admitted it was an issue. So that doesn’t count. And the last death wasn’t a wipe. The boss didn’t kill me either. I blew myself up with mana burn so Kjara could finish the boss off.” 
 
    “You still died,” Mika said. “So that one counts.” 
 
    “Fine. Four deaths then.” 
 
    Mika turned to Faebio. “So don’t die again and you can always say you beat Mr. Clean here,” he said and gestured towards me. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Let me summon Amenhotep back and see if we can wreck some statues?” I said, trying to ignore the snickering of the rest of the party. 
 
    The spell went off without a hitch, 3D printing our mummy companion out of divine energy and spontaneously-appearing sand. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Summon Legionnaire spell! Rank 3 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    Amenhotep looked to me and bowed his head. “Apologies, Adept. I could not hold the creature’s attention.” 
 
     “Don’t worry about it, man,” I said, unsure of how to explain the encounter to the NPC tank. “I really pissed it off with that Lightning Bolt. I’ll be more careful this time.” 
 
    “Alright everyone,” Kjara said. “Let’s try and plan this out. We’ve got some aggro issues with this boss. Whoever’s beating on the vulnerable statues is going to be the prime target and without the tank being able to do any damage to the active boss it's going to be hard to hold aggro.” 
 
    I turned to Amenhotep. “Is that Shockwave thing you do the only skill you have to grab something’s attention?” 
 
    “Shockwave is the most efficient, but I do have one other for a single target. Unlike Shockwave, it requires me to wound the enemy to be effective.” 
 
    Kjara sighed. “The one I just got doesn’t require damage, so I guess we are going to have to swap aggro on the big guy whenever it switches to our DPS.” 
 
    “I can hold my abilities until it is my turn to… aggro… the boss, as you say.” 
 
    “I’ll focus on healing,” I replied. “I’ll save the Lightning Bolts ‘til I’m far, far away from the boss and you tell me to blast it.” 
 
    Faebio raised his hand. “What do the rest of us do then?” 
 
    Kjara took out a bunch of coins from her backpack and drew a diagram in the dust on the floor. “So here are the three statues,” she said, putting down three gold pieces. “Faellwyndyr will go here, Cynnedwyn here, and Kheph… you stay over here.” She placed three silver coins to represent us on the outside of the diagram. 
 
    “So… we’re playing catch?” I asked, starting to get the gist of her plan.  
 
    She nodded and flashed me a grin. “Yup. You guys take turns burning the vulnerable statues while Amenhotep and I take turns taunting the boss and keeping it at a distance. Only thing I’m not too sure on is where Mika fits in.” 
 
    The dýrafólk chuckled. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a skill called Vanish that lets me drop aggro every five minutes or so. Mummy man has been on his game so I haven’t needed to use it, but I should be able to do some steady DPS without too much risk. Unless you all die of course. Then I’m screwed.” 
 
    Kjara raised an eyebrow at that. “You can just… poof? No more aggro?” 
 
    He nodded. “Pretty much. It just drops me from the aggro list… and speaking of the aggro list, you or Mum-rah should take turns beating on the idle statues too. That way you’ll keep threat after you taunt for a bit longer.” 
 
    “The rogue speaks sense,” Amenhotep said. “I will relish the opportunity to gain a measure of vengeance on those creatures.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Kjara said, picking up the coins. “Amenhotep can grab him for the first round. Give him a little to kite the boss away before unloading.”  
 
    Everyone was in high spirits as we buffed up and made our way back through the labyrinth. “Everyone remember their roles?” Kjara asked. 
 
    “Ready to rock!” I said, followed by a chorus of affirmatives from the rest of the party, and away we went. 
 
    Kjara had been kind and assigned me a spot close to the entryway, so I didn’t have far to go, whereas Faebio had to sprint across the entire chamber. The sun elf almost got clobbered as he ran by, activating the statue before Amenhotep was in position, but a quick dive and roll helped him get out of the way. 
 
    The tank hit the statue with Shockwave and then backed up, leading it away. “I do not know if I have a solid hold, but it is far enough now that you may begin,” he said as he used his shield to deflect the boss’ attacks. 
 
    They were barely in range of my healing spell, and I didn’t want to pull aggro too soon either, so I focused on keeping Amenhotep out of danger, but didn’t heal any more than that. 
 
    “Hit it!” Kjara yelled and started swinging at one of the inert statues while Mika attacked the other. Faebio opened up with a stream of Firebolts while Cyn applied her Wyrds and then started blasting.  
 
    The boss’s health bar dropped steadily under the onslaught, and its focus shifted almost immediately to Faebio, who was apparently at the top of the DPS list. The sun elf looked a bit nervous with the construct heading his way until Kjara dashed in and tagged it with her new taunt skill. 
 
    The boss glanced down at the moon elf and tried to smash her under its massive fist, but she had no problem avoiding its clumsy attacks as she kited it to the opposite corner.  
 
    Amenhotep moved in and started chopping away at the statue closest to him, building up threat for the next transition and adding to the slow decline of the boss’s health. 
 
    At one point during its trek towards Kjara the boss turned back for a second and locked its gaze on Mika. The rogue watched the boss’ movement, letting a few seconds pass before dropping a smoke bomb at his feet and disappearing from view, and the aggro list. 
 
    The boss immediately turned back to Kjara, all thoughts of smashed dýrafólk gone from its mind. 
 
    I healed Amenhotep back to full and then switched to Kjara. She was much better at playing cat and mouse than the mummy was, so I wasn’t worried too much about stealing aggro from her.  
 
    I should have been. 
 
    With an ominous rumble, the boss turned towards me and started lumbering forward. “Uhh… guys?” I called out and heard Kjara cursing. 
 
    “You’re up Mummy man!” she called and rushed back towards the closest inert statue. 
 
    Amenhotep’s blade glowed with an inner fire as he cut into the beast. It didn’t do much damage, but apparently it was enough for a successful taunt. The boss whirled around and swung at Amenhotep, cracking the ground the mummy had just vacated. 
 
    Things went smoothly for the next ten percent with the warriors taking turns distracting the active boss, but then things got complicated. 
 
    When the boss’ health hit seventy-five percent, a second statue joined the party. Mika almost got crushed like a grape in the first five seconds, taking only a glancing blow as he frantically rolled out of the way. 
 
    Luckily Amenhotep was close by and grabbed its attention with a deftly angled shockwave, saving Mika from its follow up attacks. 
 
    “Well, this doesn’t bode well,” Cynnedwyn stated as she changed her focus to the remaining inert statue. “Sooner or later one of them is going to take it from both ends and we’re going to be screwed.” 
 
    Kjara called back. “Hey, the shield isn’t blocking as much! It’s still there but my attacks are doing a lot more!” 
 
    “This one as well,” Amenhotep sent. “I can feel the shield weakening my strikes, but not as much as before.” 
 
    “Woot!” I yelled, relieved that the tanks should be able to hold aggro now, especially since we needed two. 
 
    “Keep focus on the one who isn’t trying to smash us,” Mika yelled as he chipped away at the stone. “It’s still taking full damage.” 
 
    Faebio sent a salvo of bolts streaming in. “Got it!” 
 
    I chugged a potion when my mana got low enough, knowing I might need another before the battle was over. Cynnedwyn took a short break from damage to apply Regeneration to the tanks and reapply her debuffs. 
 
    With the tanks able to do damage and keep aggro, we were able to drop the boss down to fifty percent. Crossing the fifty percent threshold added the third statue to the mix which introduced a whole new level of suck to the fight. 
 
    Amenhotep used shockwave to aggro a second boss for himself and went into pure defensive mode, using all of his ability just to stop from being flattened. Even then the damage was too much for me to handle alone. Cynnedwyn read the situation perfectly and dropped out of the DPS rotation to help keep him alive. 
 
    All the while, Kjara bobbed and weaved, keeping her target busy while Faebio and Mika went to town. 
 
    I was prepared for some crazy hijinks to happen when we hit the next threshold at twenty-five percent, but was pleasantly surprised when the transition went in our favor.  
 
    Large cracks appeared in the statues, and they started to slow as whatever magic was animating them ran its course. 
 
    The stone statues crumbled to the ground, and three stretched-out Gumby-looking things fell out. They blabbered at us in some fairy tongue and ran to the center of the stone platform where they locked hands and started chanting. 
 
    A casting bar appeared over their heads, and the walls of the room started to shake. 
 
    “Oh, hell no!” Faebio yelled and threw a massive ball of fire into the middle of the Fae. It exploded on contact, and for a few seconds the Fae’s chanting was replaced with cries of pain. Their health bars dipped, but they continued their chanting almost immediately. 
 
    “Guess it’s burn time,” Cynnedwyn said and sent a Moonbeam crashing into the trio.  
 
    Our melee fighters rushed in with Kjara in the lead. Just steps away from the chanting Fae she collided with an invisible barrier. I winced as her health dipped from the force of the collision and she bounced off. 
 
    Amenhotep and Mika skidded to a halt, narrowly avoiding running over the moon elf. 
 
    “Shit!” Kjara groaned from the ground. “I knew it couldn’t be that easy! Magic them down!” 
 
    With a giant smile, I replied. “Don’t mind if I do!” and blasted the bosses with a salvo of Sunstrikes, adding to Faebio and Cyn’s barrage. 
 
    The casting bar was climbing slowly, even with the constant interruptions by our spells, but their health was falling quickly too. It was going to be a close call unless…  
 
    With an even bigger smile, if that was possible, I aimed my Stormlance at the triplets and activated it… twice. Two bolts of lightning blasted out of the end of my spear and through their little group prayer.  
 
    The bolts each hit at different angles, but the effects were the same. The primary target took the full brunt of the spell, but the lighting didn’t stop there. The bosses were holding hands, so the current surged through all three. 
 
    By the time the electricity had run its course, they were barely holding on, and a boosted Flame Wave from Faebio’s staff finished them off with seconds to spare. 
 
    *** Your party has killed The Corrupted Carraig Tríúid! Your party gains 3000xp. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Mika has reached level 17! *** 
 
    *** Faellwyndyr has reached level 18! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sunstrike spell! Rank 9 Achieved! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with Endurance! Rank 17 Achieved! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Complete: Weight of the Earth  *** 
 
    *** Reach the center of the Labyrinth [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    With a low grinding sound, the triquetra-etched disc sank into the ground, revealing a small staircase leading deeper into the earth.  
 
    We searched the area, but there was no chest. It was a bit of a let down. 
 
    Kjara looked at me with wide, pleading eyes. “Loot?” 
 
    I wrapped her in a hug. “I don’t know dear. Maybe it’s downstairs?” 
 
    Cyn snorted. “Better rest up first. I for one don’t want to meet whatever the Fae lock in their basements at half mana.” 
 
    Mika opened his mouth and paused. “Yeah. Not going to go there.” 
 
    Cyn gave him an exaggerated wink and sat down on the floor. The rest of us did the same, resting up and catching our breath before heading down. 
 
    The staircase led to a large audience hall, where a large, stone-faced man sat on a throne.  
 
    “So,” he said in a low gravelly voice. “You have come for an audience with the Queen?” 
 
    I used Analyze, hoping this guy would be less of a hassle than his gatekeepers. 
 
    *** Ser Domhan, Knight of Stone, Level 20 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Oathbound, Resilient *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Embrace of the Earth *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Lightning, Water *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Presence *** 
 
      
 
    The Knight sat back in his throne. “You have passed through my labyrinth, defeated my champions, and you stand here, unbowed.” 
 
    He gazed at each of us in turn, his eyes sending shivers down my spine when he reached me. His stony expression cracked into a small smile. “You are not the chosen of the Court, but I can feel their power lingering about you,” he said and pointed at me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, Sir Knight. I serve Anpu, but Lady Cleena has blessed this mission as well. What do we need to do to gain passage?” 
 
    Behind me I heard Mika whisper to Kjara, “This guy doesn’t have those black veins.” 
 
    The Knight smiled. “Correct, child of the north. My nature makes me immune to such things. My children, however, are not so blessed.” 
 
    Ser Domhan raised a hand to his rocky chin and rubbed it, sending small wafts of dust and dirt falling to the floor. “As to your question of passage, you have already earned my blessing. My brothers and sisters have been fouled, and our Queen as well. If you can destroy whatever it is that has afflicted them, I will be in your debt. Here,” he said and flipped a small ring in our direction. 
 
    Kjara snatched it out of the air and handed it to me.  
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving your worth *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Domhan [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    *** < Signet of Domhan > *** 
 
    *** This ring bears the official seal of the Elemental Knight of Stone, Ser Domhan and is one of four tokens that must be claimed to gain an audience with Her Majesty, Áine an fíor, Queen of the Cúirt na Sióg. *** 
 
      
 
    A rumbling sound filled the air as Ser Domhan’s throne sank slowly into the ground. “Fare thee well, Champions,” his voice echoed. “Much more depends on your success than you know.” And then he was gone, leaving only a cloud of dust behind. 
 
    “But… boss loot?” Kjara said sadly, looking around the room. 
 
    Domhan’s loud booming laugh filled the room as another rumble heralded the arrival of the exit gate, and a large stone chest. 
 
    “Well then,” Mika said. “Glad we didn’t have to fight that guy. I’ve had enough of almost getting crushed to death.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said and then paused as I spotted Kjara standing nearby, looking at me with a big smile on her face and her palm extended. 
 
    I chuckled and put the ring in her hand, grinning as she bounced away towards the chest. 
 
    “Loot, loot, loot, loot, looooooot,” she sang. 
 
    ***
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    Kjara was squeeing over her latest piece of loot: a choker made of intricately carved stone rings that magically resized itself to fit her slender neck. It gave her a nice bonus to strength, and could be invoked once a day to make her immune to poison for five minutes. 
 
    Faebio and Mika both got jewelry items as well. The mage pulled a bracelet that provided resistance to mind-affecting spells that could transform into a buckler he could use without the appropriate shield skill for some added melee defense.  
 
    Mika got an amulet that would let him pass through stone for five seconds once a day. Good for getting into somewhere he shouldn’t be, or out of one. 
 
    Both Cynnedwyn and I got rings. Hers was pretty sweet. It gave her a small armor buff, which was okay, but also let her store a single spell she could insta-cast later.  
 
    My own ring was okay, but it was a bit of a letdown after hearing what hers did. 
 
     *** < Band of the Stonehearted > *** 
 
    *** Shaped from the elemental plane of earth, this ring provides the wearer with increased Constitution. In addition, this ring can be invoked once per day to cast Stoneskin on the wearer, creating a layer of ablative armor that lasts for five minutes or until the armor is depleted. *** 
 
      
 
    The general loot was standard for this place. We each got a pair of role-appropriate potions and a decent pile of gold coins. I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to spend them on, but I wasn’t going to argue with a pouch full of gold. 
 
    Kjara walked over and leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. “Is it just me,” she said, “or was that a bit weird? The knight just handing over his ring and all that.” 
 
    “Eh. He wasn’t tainted. Makes sense why he’d be more friendly. We are here partially because his gods want us here, after all.” 
 
    She sighed. “Is it bad that I kinda wanted to fight him?” 
 
    I kissed her on the top of the head and chuckled. “You just wanted more loot.” 
 
    “Well… Yeah! This stuff is amazing.” 
 
    “You lovebirds ready?” Mika called, gesturing towards the portal. “We’ve got a water temple to suffer through.” 
 
    Kjara gave me a small squeeze and then headed towards the portal. “Yaaay… water temples,” she said in her most unenthusiastic voice. 
 
    *** Quest Received: Ice, Ice, Baby *** 
 
    *** Stop, collaborate and listen, dungeon’s back with a brand-new edition. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Open the way to Ser Uisce, Knight of Water [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: Entry to the audience chamber of Ser Uisce, Knight of Water *** 
 
      
 
    The portal spit us out in the middle of a massive room, dumping us on a large platform floating in a lake of crystal-clear water. The platform was in the dead center of the room, hundreds of feet from its massive frozen walls. 
 
    A quick glance over the side of the platform made it clear that swimming wasn’t going to be an option. The water looked perfectly clear… for the first ten or so feet. But then it got very cloudy, and I was pretty sure the movement I saw in the shadows was more than just an idle current. 
 
    Spread throughout the room were several other platforms. There were five large ones similar to where we’d arrived, and a bunch that were much smaller. 
 
    The bigger platforms each had some sort of central pillar or obelisk in the middle and seemed to be fixed in place. 
 
    The smaller ones were another matter. Instead of floating in place like good little icebergs, they seemed to be more loosely tethered, floating and drifting in small circles. I was barely able to make out what looked like chains bolted onto their bottoms, likely some sort of anchor to keep them from drifting away.  
 
    The smaller platforms were arranged like some sort of Minecraft parkour challenge, forming a path of jumpy stones that could take us from our current platform to three of the others. 
 
    There was no logic to it. No physics. Nothing. 
 
    It was a damned water temple. 
 
    “God damn it,” Mika cursed. “I knew it! Water bullshit. And ice too. Great. Hope you know how to swim Kheph.” 
 
    “Hey!” I replied. “I can swim… not that it’ll matter though. Whatever lives down below’s bound to get me before I can lug myself back out of the water.” 
 
    “I would like to return to the Underworld for now, Adept,” Amenhotep sent. “I will not be able to navigate this… ice.” 
 
    Faebio was peering into the water at the edge. “What is that down there? It looks like a ball of rope or something.” 
 
    “I’d back away or you’re likely to find out,” Cyn said and then pointed over towards one of the walls. “The exit’s all the way over there.” 
 
    We all turned to look where she was pointing. Yeap. There it is, I thought. There was a large opening in the ice, and surprise, surprise. There were zero floating ice platforms even remotely close to it. 
 
    Kjara turned in place, counting to herself. “So there are five thingamabobs on the big platforms, and it looks like we can get to three of them now. Puzzles, puzzles, puzzles… yaaaay,” she said with the utmost sarcasm. 
 
    I unsummoned Amenhotep and then we started jumping. As expected, my first few tries almost ended up with me taking an ice bath, and the last one almost took Mika with me. 
 
    He turned to me and shook his head. “Yeah… no,” he said and waved back towards the starting platform. “You stay over there.”  
 
    He gestured towards Kjara and continued, “The puzzle queen, and those of us who don’t have two left feet will figure this out and then you can come join us.” 
 
    I looked over towards Kjara who shrugged and flashed me a smile. “While I’d love to watch you slipping and sliding around, Mr. Mouse-man does have a point.” she said. “Why don't you hang out on the relatively sturdy ground in case we need some healing.” 
 
    Faebio snickered and jumped over to the next block. “Go, go, elven racials!” he said. 
 
    Cyn made it across just as easily. “What can I say? There’s more benefits to being an elf than a tight ass and a firm pair of…” 
 
    “Grandma!” Faebio yelled. 
 
    “Oh hush, Billy,” she replied. “One day you’ll have your own…” 
 
    Kjara cleared her throat, interrupting the druid who just shrugged. 
 
    I looked at them all and tried to keep a smile from crawling across my face. “So… let me get this straight. You guys will handle the ice hopscotch while I sit in the middle and chill?” 
 
    Mika’s own smile fell a bit. “Yeah… I guess. And heal us if we need it.” 
 
    “Great!” I said and hopped back to the middle. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Grumbling a little, the rest of the party made their way across the slippery jumpy stones to the closest platform, and after some animated discussions that were out of range of my hearing, they pulled the switch. 
 
    There was a loud clang followed by the sound of gears turning, and the layout of the room changed. The smaller floating ice blocks between my companions and the central platform were pulled underneath the water, and with a series of splashes, another set of blocks emerged. With the new configuration, I couldn’t join them even if I wanted to.  
 
    Kjara gave me a playful wave and then blew me a kiss. They continued around the room, pulling levers and changing up the configuration of the platforms. 
 
    I felt a little left out, but at the same time I knew I’d be slowing everyone down with the jumpy bits. At one point I got curious and dipped my hand into the water. I immediately regretted it. The water was colder than the proverbial witch’s tit. Cold enough to do damage through the protection granted by Aset’s Mantle. 
 
    I yanked my hand out and looked down at my frozen fingers in shock. Guess we don’t have to worry about the tentacle monsters. A few seconds of Soothing Touch undid the damage, but it was still pretty frightening.  
 
    >>> Me: Just a heads up everyone. I have some good news and bad news, which do you want first? 
 
    >>> Faellwyndyr: What? 
 
    >>> Mika: Bad. Always tell the bad news first. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Yeah, Bad first. 
 
    >>> Cynnedwyn: Bad. 
 
    >>> Me: The water does an obscene amount of cold damage. Touching it froze my fingers solid. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Why the hell would you touch it? 
 
      
 
    I looked over to the distant platform where she was standing, staring back at me with her hands held up in the classic WTF pose. 
 
    >>> Me: I got bored, okay? So don’t fall in the water. 
 
    >>> Cynnedwyn: What’s the good news then? 
 
    >>> Me: No tentacle monsters. 
 
    >>> Faellwyndyr: You sure about that? It could be both. 
 
      
 
    I paused. Glancing into the water in an attempt to see anything down below. 
 
    >>> Me: True… So no good news then. Just some maybe probably sort of potentially good news? 
 
    >>> Kjara: You’re such a dork. 
 
    >>> Mika: Now if you don’t mind, some of us have work to do. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
    >>> Me: Just let me know if you need anything. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Will do! 
 
      
 
    I moved back to the center of the platform and continued to watch, trying to make sense of the shifting platforms. Each switch seemed to be wired to one or more sets of platforms, but the order of the whole thing didn’t make any sense. At least not to me.  
 
    Mika and Kjara seemed to have some sort of idea of the logic involved. At one point Cyn, Mika, and Kjara spent about twenty minutes running back and forth between the various switches until they figured out whatever the pattern was and then regrouped to finish it. 
 
    When they activated the last lever, a set of platforms popped out of the water, opening a path from their current platform to the doorway. There was one critical issue, though. There was no path for me to join them. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Uhh…. I think we have an issue. We’re going to need to back track a bit so you can get over here. 
 
    >>> Faellwyndyr: Or you could swim. 
 
    >>> Me: Ha. ha. Give me a minute. I’ve got an idea. 
 
      
 
    The central platform to the door was pretty far, but the platform where the rest of the party was waiting might be close enough. I did some mental math, putting together a plan to get over to them without meeting my end... 
 
    >>> Me: Okay folks. Here I come! 
 
      
 
    As I finished sending the party chat message, I moved to the back of the central platform and got a running start. I ignored the chorus of confused messages coming through the chat, triggered my Aspect of the Falcon skill, and leapt. 
 
    Fiery wings popped out of my back and sent me soaring over the water towards my party members. “Yeeeeeet!”  
 
    The expression on my teammate’s faces were priceless as I glided towards them… and then over them. My impromptu calculations had been off. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelled and banked sharply, coming around in a turn that was barely enough to keep me on the platform. As soon as my feet touched the ice, the wings disappeared and I fell forward towards the drink, but my wonderfully beautiful and strong lady Kjara grabbed me and kept me from taking an ice bath. 
 
    “Well, that was fun.” I said as I regained my balance. “Maybe at twenty I’ll be able to do that more often.” 
 
    “Dude,” Faebio said. “That was cool. Other than the almost getting turned into an ice cube part.” 
 
    I chuckled. “True. Luckily my lady in not-so-shiny armor was here to save me from my mathstake.” 
 
    Kjara hung her head at my lame joke. “Let’s just go already, there’s still time for you to slip up and fall in,” she said. She looked past me and counted something out on her fingers. “Looks like at least five jumps from here to the exit.” 
 
    Cyn cackled and cast a spell on me, buffing my Dexterity. “Might not be much, but it’s something.” 
 
    I nodded in thanks. “Who’s first?” 
 
    We sent Faebio, Mika and Cyn ahead first, and then it was my turn. Cyn had given Kjara a minor Strength buff, and the plan was to have her follow right behind me so there was a chance she could pull me out of the water if I fell in. 
 
    I was pretty sure that if I fell in the water I was done for, especially with my double racial weakness to cold damage, but if it made her more comfortable, then who was I to argue. 
 
    With a touch of skill, a hint of aplomb, and a metric shit-ton of luck, I played the game of deadly hopscotch and made it safely to the other side. 
 
    “See,” I said as I stepped through the wide archway and into an icy hallway. “I could have kept up.”  
 
    I was totally lying. Odds are that if I’d tried to make my way across an entire room’s worth of jumpy stones, I’d be in the underworld waiting for the death timer. 
 
    Kjara gave me a knowing smile, and Mike openly snorted at the idea. “Whatever you say, baldy,” he said. “Now let’s go. That took way too long.” 
 
    “Wait!” I said holding up a hand. “Amenhotep?” 
 
    Cyn nodded. “Definitely. We need our meat shield.” 
 
    “More like a jerky shield, but yeah,” Faebio said with a snicker. 
 
    I didn’t bother commenting, opting instead to cast the summoning spell. It took another bite out of my Divine Favor pool, but having the Temple Guardian at my side was well worth it. 
 
    When he reformed, he took a look around, nodding in satisfaction upon seeing that the room full of ice and headaches was behind us. He moved to the front of the group and away we went. 
 
    The icy hallway continued for about fifteen feet before turning sharply to the left. Mika slipped into stealth and took point, searching for traps and scouting for danger. Seconds after he disappeared into stealth he popped back into view, standing in the center of the corridor with his face in his palm.  
 
    “You’re not going to believe this,” he said, gesturing down the hall. 
 
    Curious, I moved up to see what he’d found and couldn’t help but laugh. Instead of a way forward there was a dead end with a large lever set into the wall. 
 
    “Fucking water temples!” Kjara growled and threw her hands up into the air. 
 
    “Well,” I said and headed over to the lever, ready to pull it. I paused and looked at Mika. “Any sign of traps?” 
 
    He gave the lever a thorough examination and shook his head. “Looks clean to me. Hell, there’s nothing connected to the damn thing. Just like the others.” 
 
    With a shrug, I pulled the lever and waited for something to happen. Nothing happened at first, but after a few seconds of tense silence there was a strange rushing sound, like a waterfall, from back in the main room. We rushed back down the tunnel, skidding to a halt right before the archway. 
 
    The water in the previous room was draining, and the various sets of platforms were banging into each other as they descended. Foot by foot the water level fell, revealing scaffolding and what looked like a giant hamster terrarium… or a water slide. 
 
    “Oh hell no.” I said. “Why? Who puts all these amusement park things in dungeons?” 
 
    Kjara was hopping excitedly. “Yes! This is going to be awesome!” 
 
    “Until it ends in spikes, or acid, or something equally sucktastic,” I said. 
 
    Mika snorted. “That log flume thing in the last dungeon was awesome… the first few times.” 
 
    “I’ll reserve judgment until we find out exactly what we need to do,” Cynnedwyn said. 
 
    The slide started at the lip of the doorway and led into an enclosed tube of ice that twisted, turned, and flipped until finally disappearing into the far wall. I searched the rest of the room for some hints, but as far as I could tell the slide was the only way down. 
 
    I moved to the edge of the slide, giving the entire thing a once over. Grumbling and cursing under my breath, I was completely surprised when a robe clad shoulder rammed into me from behind. I stumbled onto the slide and slipped. My feet came out from under me and I fell backwards… and kept going. 
 
    I didn’t even have a chance to get myself into a decent position before I was slipping into the icy tube. 
 
    Faebio’s yell echoed from behind me. “That’s for your stupid quest! Enjoy the ride,” he yelled, followed closely behind by a loud curse as Amenhotep reacted to the assault on my person. 
 
    The whole time Cynnedwyn was cackling madly. 
 
    I had five seconds to process things before the slide dropped, and then all I could do was scream. Going down tube slides forwards wasn’t my favorite thing. Backwards it was even worse. Right and left and in a damned loop, I was pressed against the sides of the tunnel. I lost my shield after the first random turn and my spear soon after. 
 
    Then all I could think about was how I was going to explain being murdered by my own weapon once I reached the end of the slide. I could vaguely hear another scream echoing throughout the tubes, and at one point I even heard an excited “Woohoo!” that just had to be Kjara. 
 
    With a final loop-de-loop, the ice slide spit me out into a long, dark room filled with about a foot of water to slow us down. I crashed into the kiddy-pool and sent a large wave of water in both directions as I slowed down.  
 
    My shield and spear followed seconds later, luckily not bashing in my skull or impaling me. I snatched them both from the water and equipped them, pulling myself to my feet and searching the darkness for any threats. 
 
    Faebio arrived a few seconds later and slid into the water, leaping to his feet and sputtering. “Oh God, make him stop! It was a joke.” 
 
    Amenhotep slipped out next, in perfect mummy posture. His khopesh and shield were held across his chest and his legs were crossed to maximize speed. He slid through the water like a torpedo and sprung to his feet, charging towards Faebio with murder in his glowing golden eyes. 
 
    The sun elf let loose a high pitch scream and ran behind me. I waved Amenhotep off, trying not to lose my shit laughing as I watched Faebio cower from the tank. He looked like half a drowned cat.  
 
    “He struck you, Adept,” Amenhotep said. “He should be punished.” 
 
     “It’s fine. Just a joke between companions,” I replied while giving the sun elf a pointed look. “And we are done with that. Right?” 
 
    Faebio nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, man. Just couldn’t pass up the chance.” 
 
    “I fail to see the humor in this situation,” the mummy replied. “I am… soggy.”  
 
    Looking closer I could see that he was right. The water had soaked into his bandages, and some were starting to sag. 
 
    I was saved from further comment by the echoing “Woo!” heralding Kjara’s arrival, followed closely by Mika and Cynnedwyn. 
 
    Kjara bounced over to me and gave me a big kiss. “That was AMAZING,” she said. “Once we can get together IRL we’re definitely going to a water park too.” 
 
    Still smiling from the kiss, I nodded. “Sure. Although I can’t promise I’ll be going on any of the big rides. I can ride the hell out of the lazy river though.” 
 
    She booped me on the nose. “We’ll teach you to have a sense of adventure,” she said. Her smile morphed into a wicked smirk as she continued, “Plus, once you’ve seen my bikini, I don’t think I’ll have trouble convincing you to try a few slides with me.” 
 
    I stuttered as redness spread through my cheeks and Cyn let loose a loud cackle and elbowed Faebio in the ribs. “See that you find a girl like that when you grow up. Or a nice boy. Whichever floats your boat.” 
 
    It was Faebio’s turn to stammer a bit as his grandmother continued to cackle, moving off to examine the room as she muttered about great-grand babies and giving me a wink. 
 
    Mika just shook his head and then beckoned for the rest of us to follow out of the small splash pool. “We need to dry off or we’ll probably end up taking extra damage from whatever other icy critters are ahead.” 
 
    The room ended in a closed double door with just enough room in front of it for us to dry off. Faebio was able to generate a raging fire on the stone that warmed us quickly. He even managed to earn an honest thank you from Amenhotep who was quite relieved when his bandages were no longer “soggy.” 
 
    When we were all warm again, we recast our buffs and prepared while Mika examined the door. 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aset’s Mantle spell! Rank 10 Achieved! The spell has gained the ability to regenerate after a period of not being damaged. *** 
 
      
 
    It was fortunate that we had Mika to do his thing. There was a trap on the door, wired to a giant block of ice that would have flattened everyone standing on the platform. He disarmed the trap easily, and picked the lock on the door, and we were free to proceed. 
 
    The room was about a quarter the size of the starting room, and just as wet. The entire area was one big kiddy pool. There was a small walkway around the outside, presenting a small ledge we could move on without going into the water, but it was barely wide enough for a single person. 
 
    Splashing around in the water were a half dozen or so scantily clad women with blue tinged flesh. Their meager coverings were just enough to keep the rating PG-13 and were made of some sort of seaweed or kelp. Their hair varied in color, from light greens to light blues, and they all had the jet-black eyes and spiderweb veins marking them as corrupted. 
 
    I used Analyze. 
 
    *** Corrupted Naiad, Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Alluring, *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Enchanting Aura *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Lightning, Fire *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Agility *** 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to relay the information to the party and felt the words die in my throat as one of the blue ladies locked her gaze onto me. I tried to talk but couldn’t. 
 
    *** You have been Enthralled by a Corrupted Naiad! *** 
 
      
 
    Against my will, my hand opened, allowing my spear to clatter to the ground. I took a step forward, my body doing everything it could to get closer to the creature. The only thing holding me back was Amenhotep’s stony grip on the back of my armor. 
 
    Kjara growled. “Oh hell no,” she said and stepped forward to glare at the watery Fae. With a deft move she kicked my fallen spear up into her hand and stabbed it into the water.  
 
    The Naiads’ eyes locked onto her with no effect, earning a giant grin from the moon elf. “Take this you thirsty bitches!” she yelled and triggered both Lightning Bolt charges from my staff. 
 
    Arcs of electricity jumped across the surface of the pool, latching on to the Fae as they turned to face us. They screamed as the bolts burned their flesh, sending tendrils of smoke wafting up into the air. A few arcs connected Kjara to the pool as well, but were drawn into her boots with no adverse effects. 
 
    The Fae dropped into the water, grievously injured and stunned by their lightning bath. Kjara dropped my spear and drew her blades as she rushed across the pool to the fallen Fae. Seconds later, the pool had turned a particular shade of crimson, and the fae were no more.  
 
    I just stared on in wonder. She was a murder machine, sheer perfection. When the Fae were naught but a memory, she sauntered back across the pool. She picked up my spear and handed it to me, going up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek.  
 
    *** Your party has killed 7 Corrupted Naiads! Your party gains 2261xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 14 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    Cynnedwyn looked at me and cackled. “Oh boy you’re in trouble!” 
 
    Faebio looked clueless at the exchange, and Mika was already heading across the room to examine the next doorway. 
 
    “Thanks, beautiful,” I said as I took back my spear. “Would have sucked to get drowned in two feet of water.” 
 
    *** 
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    The next doorway wasn’t trapped, but was locked with a puzzle that Mika was able to solve with little effort. He spent more time complaining about the developers ripping off challenges from other games than it took him to solve the puzzle.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief when the door opened to reveal the audience chamber. My companions seemed just as relieved. No one wanted to deal with any more water temple insanity.  
 
    *** Quest Complete: Ice, Ice, Baby *** 
 
    *** Open the way to Ser Uisce, Knight of Water [1/1] 
 
      
 
    With an ice boss ahead, I called on Ra to bless us with some fiery goodness. A wave of warmth settled over me, and from the expressions on my companions' faces they felt it too. It was a small thing, but it definitely made things more comfortable at least. Mechanics-wise it also granted a small resistance to cold based attacks. 
 
    Cyn cackled. “Thanks, bird god! I was worried I was going to cut through my armor from the inside!” 
 
    Faebio looked over at her, confused.  
 
    She grinned wickedly. “Nipples were primed to cut diamonds in this cold,” she said and cackled again as he turned bright red and turned around. 
 
    Kjara just looked at the crazy druid and shook her head. “Kid’s going to need therapy after this.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry your pretty little head, girl. I’ve seen his search history and he’s seen a lot worse than I can say.” 
 
    “Uh… sure,” I said and gestured towards the throne room. “Shall we?” 
 
    The entire room was coated in a layer of rough frost and there were giant icicles dangling precariously from the ceiling overhead. On the far side of the room was a small throne that looked like it had been sculpted out of snow. 
 
    Sitting on the throne was a blue skinned woman clad in ice-blue steel. A visor hid her eyes, but the black veins covering her chin and neck left little doubt that she was hostile. She stood as we approached and spread her arms wide. Her lips split in an evil smile as long blades of ice grew from her hands and extended back along her forearms. 
 
    I used Analyze and readied my spear. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce, Corrupted Knight of Water, Level 20 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Frostborn, Corrupted. *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Rimeshards, Numb *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Fire, Piercing *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Agility *** 
 
      
 
    The Fae knight raised her blades and whispered a word. In response, the ice at the sides of the room burst, releasing geysers of water that crashed against the ceiling, spraying most of the room. Within seconds the entire floor was covered in an inch of water.  
 
    The boss moved towards us slowly. With each step, ice formed at her feet, turning the pooling water from the geysers into a safety hazard for the dexterity challenged. 
 
    Mika tossed a smoke bomb at his feet and vanished as Amenhotep rushed forward with a Shockwave leading the way. The blast crashed into the Knight and pushed her backwards, sliding on the ice with perfect balance. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed after her, but a misplaced foot robbed him of his momentum. That was enough for the boss. She rushed forward, speeding across the ice like a world class figure skater and danced around the massive tank. Her crystalline blades crashed against his shield and armor, but a well placed thrust dug deep into his sword arm, dropping his health by five percent. 
 
    The real problem wasn’t the wound, though. Ice spread from the wound to cover his arm, freezing it solid as she skated away, nimbly dodging a Firebolt from Faebio. 
 
    Kjara dashed in, her blades glowing with holy fire as she went on the offensive. Her deft strikes were parried with an almost casual ease by the Fae. Her icy blades easily deflected Kjara’s flaming khopeshes, although not without a cost. 
 
    The Temple Blades broke large pieces off of the icy constructs, eventually shattering them altogether and leaving the boss vulnerable. The Knight wasn’t stupid though, and as soon as her blades gave out, she tried to retreat.  
 
    She slid backwards, trying to put some distance between herself and Kjara, but the ice wasn’t quite as useful against the nimble moon elf as it had been against Amenhotep. 
 
    While they were busy dancing their little jig of ice and fire, I worked on healing Amenhotep’s wound. Sehkmet’s Cleansing shattered the ice immobilizing his arm, freeing him to rejoin the battle, and a Cure Wounds undid the damage. 
 
    Cynnedwyn wove her debuffs, stealing some of the boss’ Dexterity and Constitution and feeding them to Kjara and Amenhotep, respectively. 
 
    The entire time Faebio was casting Firebolts, trying to hit the dodgy Fae. Normally spells were almost guaranteed to hit, but this boss must have had some sort of built-in protection against ranged attacks. She bobbed and weaved like a dodgeball pro, using every one of the five D’s.  
 
    Mika was… somewhere out there, probably biding his time. Sneaking up on a target who refused to stand still was probably a bit frustrating. 
 
    “Damnit! Stop moving!” Faebio yelled, growling in frustration as he missed with yet another Firebolt. 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s Moonbeam missed as well. “She’s a slippery one! Kite her over here so I can tie her up a bit.” 
 
    The Fae grew a new set of blades and went back on the offensive, this time concentrating on Kjara. The moon elf backed away slowly, her blades weaving in an intricate dance with their icy equivalents as she evaded and parried for all she was worth. I healed any wounds she suffered, watching out for any instances of that frozen debuff. 
 
    Kjara led the boss across the room, bringing her closer to our spellcasters while Amenhotep slid across the ice in an attempt to catch up. 
 
    Mika appeared behind the boss and thrust his blades towards the Fae’s kidneys. Somehow she must have sensed his attack because she spun, partially deflecting his attack. One of the rogue’s blades sank in up to the hilt, but the second was knocked off course, skidding across her armor. Her health bar dropped to eighty percent. 
 
    The Knight spun in a tight circle with blades extending to slash at both of her attackers. Kjara tumbled away, dodging a killing blow to her throat but still losing half of her health to a lucky critical hit across her stomach. Ice crept outwards from the wound. 
 
    Mika got hit far worse. His health dropped deep into the red as her icy blades tore three deep, parallel wounds across his chest and stomach. Ice started to climb from his wounds to cover his body, slowing him down as the boss moved in to finish him off. 
 
    My Cure Wounds bolt was halfway to him when the dýrafólk raised his arms and gave the Knight a double helping of middle fingers accompanied by a fiendish grin. A torrent of stored fire exploded out of his bracelets and engulfed the Fae. The flames melted her blades and burned into her. 
 
    She screamed. It was the first sound we’d heard from her the entire encounter. She stumbled away as the fire ended, leaving her at seventy percent. She was still screaming when Amenhotep crashed into her with his shield. 
 
    Instead of the Fae being thrown across the room as expected, she burst like a giant water balloon, splashing all over the floor. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce uses Liquification! *** 
 
      
 
    The pool of water that used to be the Knight merged with the water covering the floor and disappeared. Almost immediately the temperature in the room went up by at least ten degrees and the remaining ice melted, leaving us standing in a three inch deep pool. 
 
    “This damned place is going to ruin my boots!” Cynnedwyn said as she stomped her foot. 
 
    I cleansed Mika and Kjara’s frozen wounds and healed them as I scanned the room for the missing boss. Amenhotep and Cynnedwyn were doing the same, searching for wherever the boss would reappear.  
 
    “Let’s form up so she can’t jump us,” I said and grumbled under my breath. “Damn water temple.” 
 
    It was a good plan, but seconds too late. With a whoosh, the water rose up into a pillar behind Faebio and took the form of a woman. Faster than any of us could react, she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him lightly on the cheek. 
 
    As soon as her lips touched his flesh, his entire demeanor changed. His eyes transformed into orbs of solid blue, and his entry in the party interface grayed out. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce uses Water’s Embrace! *** 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” I yelled as he raised his staff towards Cynnedwyn and blasted her point blank in the back of the head. The druid dropped to the ground with barely a sliver of health left from the surprise critical hit. 
 
    He turned his staff on Mika next and let loose, narrowly missing the dýrafólk as rolled to the side.  
 
    Thinking fast, I hit the enslaved Faebio with Sehkmet’s Cleansing, but the spell wasn’t strong enough to break the charm. 
 
    *** Sehkmet’s Cleansing has failed to dispel Water’s Embrace. Water’s Embrace is too powerful at your current rank! *** 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” I cursed. “My cleanse isn’t high enough to break her hold.” 
 
    My attempt earned me a Firebolt of my own, which I managed to deflect with my shield, avoiding damage due to the partial block and my stacked fire resistances. 
 
    Amenhotep had no qualms about smacking Faebio around. He rushed in and bashed him across the face with his shield, sending him sprawling. In his current state, the sun elf wasn’t even trying to protect himself. He crashed to the ground, stunned, and the blue light left his eyes as he shook himself free of the boss’ thrall. 
 
    “Grandma!” he yelled and crawled over to Cynnedwyn who was just regaining her feet with the help of my latest Cure Wounds. 
 
    The water rose up behind Mika next, but he was agile enough to dodge. He spun in place and cut through her watery flesh with his blades. The water turned blood red where his blades made contact, and she collapsed back into the pool. 
 
    “Heal everyone to full and then brace yourselves,” Kjara said as we formed a circle in the center of the room, leaving no place for her to come up behind us. 
 
    Twice more she tried to catch us unaware, and both times we were ready, slashing or stabbing her before she could even pucker up. Each attack dropped her health by a decent chunk.  
 
    Once we were full up Kjara put her own plan into action. “Okay guys. When I hit three I need you all to jump!” 
 
    “What?” Faebio asked. “Jump?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kjara replied. 
 
    I grinned, figuring out her plan. Cyn must have gotten it too since she started cackling. 
 
    Mika and Amenhotep nodded in agreement. 
 
    “One. Two. Three!” Kjara yelled and we all jumped out of the water as she stomped her foot and unleashed the stored lightning into the water. 
 
    The electricity dispersed into the pool and flowed through the entire room. The lightning gathered into one part of the floor, a few feet from where we were standing and the Fae rose up, screaming. 
 
    We landed with a splash and went on the attack. Cynnedwyn was the fastest, using her spell storing ring to unleash a stored Moonbeam that blasted the aquatic Knight to pieces. 
 
    The boss’s health dropped to fifty percent, and the geysers ran dry. The water flowed away from our feet and gathered into a large blob at the far end of the room. Two pools of blackness appeared at one end and the water shifted again, elongating into a massive water serpent.  
 
    The temperature in the room plummeted as the serpent went from liquid to solid in the span of a second, filling the room almost entirely. Its head was bigger than I was. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce uses Frost Serpent! *** 
 
      
 
    Without the icy floor, Amenhotep was able to close with the giant snake without issue, using his taunt right away to spare the rest of us the indignity of becoming some ice noodle’s meal. 
 
    In an effort to make up for his prior failings, Faebio went wild, blasting the giant snake with every bit of fire he could spare. The fiery bolts, blasts, and balls melted large chunks out of the giant snake, dropping its health rapidly. 
 
    “Remember aggro!” Kjara called as she rushed past us. For a change, Faebio actually listened and slowed down his barrage. 
 
    Cynnedwyn’s gave me a wink. “You get to blasting, priest. This ice bitch needs a little holy fire in her life. I’ll heal.” 
 
    With a chuckle, I obliged, switching my focus and blasting away with Sunstrikes. 
 
    The glow of Cynnedwyn’s regeneration spell settled into Amenhotep and then the other melee fighters, keeping their health topped off as they hacked away at the icy serpent. 
 
    The boss used its massive body to knock Amenhotep off balance and then struck. The tank raised his shield to block the blow, but it was smaller than the snake’s mouth. Her maw clamped down on the shield and she lifted the mummy off the ground, tossing him across the room like a rag doll. 
 
    Once Amenhotep was out of the way the Fae turned on the rest of the party, slithering faster than I could track to wrap her coils around Kjara and Mika. The crush of her body held them immobile in preparation for her next attack. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce uses Breath of Winter! *** 
 
      
 
    She opened her mouth wide and exhaled a cloud of white mist onto her trapped victims, coating them in hoarfrost and dropping their hit points by fifty percent. 
 
    Cursing, I cast a Sunstrike into the boss’ open mouth, cutting off its attack before it could finish completely freezing my companions. Unfortunately that was enough to grab aggro.  
 
    Its coils loosened and dropped the half-frozen adventurers to the ground as it surged towards me, mouth wide with foot-long fangs poised for murder. 
 
    Her jaws snapped shut around my shield. One fang pierced my shield arm, chilling it to the bone. My arm went numb and dropped floppily to my side when she released it, leaving me open to another attack. I thought for sure I was a goner. 
 
    With a flash of light, Amenhotep charged in, bashing her head aside at the last second. I was knocked to the ground by the tank’s charge, but it was preferable to being snake food. 
 
    He chopped into her neck with his glowing khopesh, applying his taunt skill and then hit her with Shockwave too, just to be sure. Her head bounced to the side, but she was so big it would take more than that to move her very far. 
 
    The serpent whipped around and hissed in his direction. Her coils surged forward to knock him back again, but this time he was ready, absorbing the attack with his shield.  
 
    With her attention elsewhere, I activated Precision Strike and attacked. The spear sank deep into her neck and triggered a critical hit. A surge of energy rushed through me, waiting to be channeled into a free spell. With a massive smile, I complied, forming that energy into a Sunstrike and pushing it through my spear into the boss’ tender bits. 
 
    The serpent flinched away as the side of her neck exploded in a small geyser of frozen scales and blood, exposing her underbelly to Faebio’s next salvo of Firebolts and another Sunstrike channeled through my shield. 
 
    Altogether, the surge of damage was enough to drop her down twenty-five percent and trigger the next phase transition. 
 
    *** Ser Uisce uses Sublimate! *** 
 
      
 
    The serpent’s body lost all substance, exploding into a cloud of scalding hot steam that spread throughout the room. 
 
    I felt my flesh burn as the wave of steam washed over me and my hit points dropped by a quarter. A chorus of pained cries told me I wasn’t the only one to get burned. Once again, my racial resistances came in handy, saving me some pain, but the rest of my companions weren’t so lucky. 
 
    I panicked for a second as my healer senses kicked in, but a quick glance at the party window showed that Mika and Kjara were still alive. Cyn’s Regeneration spell may not have been the best at burst healing, but it was really effective when given time to work. 
 
    The cloud of steam withdrew to the far side of the room and started to reform into the Knight’s humanoid form, giving us a few seconds to prep before dealing with whatever insanity was next. 
 
    I focused on Amenhotep and Kjara, getting them back to full before hitting Mika and the rest with some healing love. Cyn’s Regeneration spell was still going strong, making my job a bit easier. 
 
    “Your turn to blast, Cyn!” I yelled. “Don’t think fire’s going to be too good against Ms. Steamy over there.” 
 
    “Got it!” she replied and sent a Moonbeam streaking across the room, connecting with the reforming Fae just as she started moving. The spell clipped her, blasting away a portion of the boss’ vaporous body as well as a chunk of her remaining hit points.  
 
    Amenhotep reached her seconds later, leading with Shockwave. Her entire body shimmered like a mirage as the wave passed through her and then reformed. Long whips of searing hot vapor formed in her hands and she went on the attack.  
 
    She lashed out, wrapping her whips around Amenhotep’s shield arm and legs, trapping his shield against his body and tripping him onto the floor. 
 
    Before she could capitalize on his vulnerable state, a hail of force bolts hit home, knocking her backwards away from the tank. A dagger flew in shortly after, cutting a small divot in her steam as she twisted out of the way. 
 
    Once detached from their source, the whips binding Amenhotep lost some of their strength, allowing the Temple Guardian to break free. But it still took some time. 
 
    With our main tank delayed, Kjara took point. She slashed into the boss with her glowing blades, using whatever taunt skill she’d learned earlier to grab aggro. 
 
    The Fae shaped a new set of blades from her amorphous form and laid into Kjara, cutting and slashing with little regard for her own safety. Kjara raised her blades to intercept the attacks, but the misty incorporeal blade passed right through her parry and her arm and torso. 
 
    Kjara screamed in pain and rolled away, trailing a small cloud of pink mist that seemed to cling to the Water Knight’s blade. Three more cuts and Kjara was almost finished. My healing spells and the HOT from Cynnedwyn were unable to keep up with the boss’ DPS. 
 
    Faebio’s next wave of force bolts knocked the boss away, giving Kjara a chance to get clear. Unfortunately, the boss was faster than she was, and closed the distance with little effort. She raised her steam-blades and brought them slashing down towards Kjara’s head. 
 
    Mika popped out of the shadows, knocking Kjara aside and taking the attack himself. His health plummeted as the blades passed through him. 
 
    It must have been part of some plan though, because a second later the boss was stumbling backwards. The steam making up her body had taken on a very obvious green tinge, and her health was slowly dropping. 
 
    Mika picked himself up and tossed an empty vial off to the side. “Let’s see how you like that,” he said and then quaffed a healing potion to get himself out of the red. 
 
    A Moonbeam and third set of Magic Missiles streaked past me and into the Fae, dropping her down to a sliver, and with a silent mental roar, Amenhotep finished her off with a shield rush. 
 
    The Fae dissipated into the air, leaving a silence broken only by the sound of metal clinking against stone. 
 
    *** Your party has killed Ser Uisce, Corrupted Knight of Water! Your party gains 2700 xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 15 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Cynnedwyn has reached level 18! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations you have reached Level 20! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Combat Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 Divine Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 2 General Skill Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 1 Attribute Point *** 
 
    *** You have gained 16 maximum Hit Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 20 maximum Mana Points. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 8 maximum Stamina Points. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more proficient with First Aid! Rank 20 Achieved! With the right tools, magical and supernatural conditions can now be healed. Additionally, use of this skill in conjunction with magical healing now has no additional mana or stamina cost. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Cure Wounds spell! Rank 20 Achieved! This spell can now be cast upon multiple targets at the same time. The number of targets diminishes the total healing to each and increases the cost of the spell. This spell can be cast upon one target per 5 ranks in this skill if used in this way. *** 
 
      
 
    *** ATTENTION: You have reached a new tier of power. New upgrades are available from your Patron *** 
 
      
 
    After a round of congratulations, Mika reached down and picked up the ring. 
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving your worth *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Signet of Uisce [1/1] *** 
 
    *** With the four Signets in your possession you can now open the way to the Cúirt na Sióg. *** 
 
      
 
    I fell to a knee, breathing hard as I tried to catch my breath. For some reason hitting level twenty had felt like swallowing a hot coal. It didn’t make any sense. I didn’t see anything that would warrant the feeling, unless there was some disconnect between this and my Awakened race. 
 
    I typed up a quick bug report just in case. The feeling was vaguely reminiscent of the first time the boon had been activated. After a few seconds the sensation passed and I sat back and watched as Kjara bounced over to the treasure chest that had appeared in front of the throne, giggling like a kid in a candy shop. 
 
    Pushing myself to my feet, I joined her. When it was my turn, I grabbed my potions and coins and then reached for the real prize… which wasn’t what I expected at all. Instead of a piece of armor, I got a strange looking pitcher. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one either. Everyone seemed to have some sort of random knickknack. Shaking my head, I examined my prize and then quickly reconsidered my initial disappointment. 
 
    *** < Flask of the Alchemist > *** 
 
    *** This flask can produce an unlimited amount of fresh water as needed, perfect for an aspiring alchemist or brewer. In addition, the flask has the ability to duplicate any alchemical substance placed within. Once per day it can produce one dose of a known substance. Soulbound. *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, that could be useful,” I said, tipping the flask over in its water setting and watching it pour a continuous stream of clear liquid onto the floor. 
 
    “Don’t you have a spell for that?” Faebio said, holding a strange looking candle in his hand. 
 
    The water kept pouring in an endless stream, setting off my inner exploit radar. I barely registered his question. “Oh… what? Yeah. I can make water, but this thing can dupe potions and alchemy stuff. I just gotta feed it one first.” 
 
    “Nice!” the sun elf said. “Some potions can get pretty expensive. You can mint your own coin with that.” He held up his candle. “This thing’s called the ‘Light of Knowledge’ and I'm not sure what I’m gunna do with it. It only has a twelve-hour burn time but it says it doubles crafting skill progress while its lit.” 
 
    My eyes widened at that. “Dude that’s pretty awesome. Crafting is a hell of a grind and cutting that time in half can probably save your brain. Especially for folks playing casually. If you’re not going to use it, I’ll buy it from you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s Soulbound. Can’t even vendor it. It’s like the game is trying to force me to do some crafting.” 
 
    Mika snorted. “It only works for you? Or is it an AOE thing?” 
 
    The sun elf got a thoughtful expression on his face as he read through his screens. “Huh. Looks like it’s an AOE and works on everyone in the party.” 
 
    Kjara smiled and clapped him on the back. “There you go. You can hold a workshop and charge admission for folks who want a nice boost. Cha-ching!” 
 
    A wide smile split his face. “Awesome!” 
 
    Cyn snorted. “Just save granny a spot when you do, I need to get my woodworking up to snuff.” She held up what looked like a dreamcatcher. “This’ll negate a mind effect for up to five minutes once an hour.” 
 
    “Nice,” Mika said. “That’ll block most CC stuff.” 
 
    “Problem is, it’s dumb,” Cyn replied. “It blocks the first thing it detects, so some idiot bard trying to get a good tip could waste the charge for the hour.” 
 
    I winced and looked to Mika. “What did you get?” 
 
    His lips split in a huge smile as he held up what looked like a fanny pack. “Bag of holding.” 
 
    Kjara gaped at him. “How much can it hold?” 
 
    Mika shrugged. “Doesn’t define a limit, just says that there is one and if you exceed it bad things happen. There’s a gauge in the interface but it’s very vague.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Makes sense for the Fae dungeon then. Oops! I added too much gold to my pouch and now I’ve created a rift to another world.” 
 
    Kjara held up a tuning fork. “Behold,” she said, “some developer’s poor attempt at a pun. The ‘In Key’” 
 
    “An inn key? Which inn?” I asked. 
 
    “No, the ‘In Key’ like singing in key?” 
 
    Everyone groaned and Kjara continued. “Exactly. It has three charges ever and can open any non-magical lock.” 
 
    Mike laughed. “So… what’s the downside?” 
 
    “Not sure exactly how loud it is, but the description heavily implies that it’s not a stealthy tool.” 
 
    “With a name like that it probably plays Rick Astley at top volume the whole time its active,” I said 
 
    “You’re so lucky I like you,” she said with a mock glare. “Now, let’s get ready for tea with the queen.” 
 
    *** 
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    We started planning as soon as we got back to the portal room. We had no idea what the queen encounter was going to look like, or if there were any other encounters we’d have to get through before making it to the queen herself. The moon elves in the party had some limited access to the lore surrounding the Fae Court, but neither Kjara nor Cyn had bothered to rank it up. In essence, we were going in mostly blind. 
 
    From the tidbits the basic lore skills provided, we knew that Queen Áine an Fíor was supposed to be both an accomplished warrior and a powerful caster. It would have been a challenge before she’d been corrupted, so we were probably in for quite the fight. 
 
    “So, I take it I’m healing this one?” I asked with a wry grin, earning flat stares from everyone, including Amenhotep. 
 
    “Unless for some reason the boss is immune to druid magic, then yes,” Mika said. “HOTs are good and all, but the big boss is going to require some direct heals.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kjara said. “Sorry, dear, but you’re the main healer of this operation.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said with a resigned sigh. “So, I guess it's standard operating procedure. I heal, Amenhotep tanks, and the rest of you do your thing.” I raised a finger. “One difference though. We can't gank the Queen.” 
 
    Faebio looked at me with a surprised look. “Wait, what? Why not? She’s this big evil right?” 
 
    Cyn Gibbs smacked her grandson. “No dumbass. Remember the quest update? We just have to burn her down to where we can give her the magic medicine.” 
 
    Mike snorted. “Save the queen, earn the thanks of a goddess. Real hero shit.” He chuckled. “I’m in, but not for the hero part. Extra quest requirements mean extra loot.” 
 
    I laughed. “Right. So, once we get her down into single digits we’ll probably have to act fast. I’m hoping that the AI’s already incorporated that part into the boss mechanics but be ready for anything.” I turned to Cyn. “You have enough seeds to do your insta-garden thing?” 
 
    She sniffed. “Of course. What do I look like, an amateur?” 
 
    I stretched my shoulders and raised my spear. “Then let’s kick some royal ass!”  
 
    Kjara looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    “What? Oh shit. Yeah…” I said. “I need to take a little side trip to the Underworld for a few. Gotta visit my Patron to get my level twenty stuff unlocked which I should probably do before we go charging into the big boss. You guys cool to hang out for a bit?” 
 
    Kjara smiled and gave me a wink. “Of course, wouldn’t want our heal-bot to be missing any critical skills.” 
 
    Mika and Cyn shrugged and settled down to handle their own business 
 
    “Okay then. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I said and activated Dust to Dust. 
 
    Instead of the normal crimson sandscape, I materialized standing before the altar in the main temple. Anpu stood on the other side, and before I could say anything he raised a hand to silence me. 
 
    “Skip the formalities, Adept. We will have more than enough ceremony once you have completed your current mission. For now I sense the power building inside of you looking for an outlet, so let us get it over with.” He reached out and tapped me on the forehead, and the pain began. 
 
    It felt like my blood had been set on fire and was trying to cook me from the inside out, but my flesh refused to comply. I don’t know how long it took, but judging by the fact that I came back to my senses curled up in a fetal position on the temple floor, it wasn’t fast. 
 
    The notifications scrolled through as I regained my feet. 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! Your Child of the Underworld skill has reached a new tier in power and now provides a new ability! ***  
 
    *** Closing the Gates - Death is the end, and those who seek to cheat it shall be punished. You may no longer be the target of any resurrection magic or ability. In return, you may once per week bar the use of any resurrection magics in a radius centered upon a point of your choosing, or target of your choosing. Duration: 1 hour. *** 
 
    *** Dust to Dust (Upgraded) – This skill may now be used at will. Abuse will be severely punished. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have reached Awakened Rank 4! *** 
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained the Rank 4 Awakened Racial Skill: My Will Be Done  *** 
 
    *** My Will Be Done: For yours is the will of the gods…. Three times per day you may use this skill to reset the cooldown on any skill or item for yourself or a party member. Or you may use this skill on an enemy to interrupt their ability. Note: Beings of sufficient power may resist this. *** 
 
      
 
    I groaned and shook my head. The whole experience was much more intense than the preview had been when I leveled. “A little warning next time?” I gasped.  
 
    Anpu looked at me with a flat stare. “All power comes with a cost. Now go. Next time I see you I expect you to have something for me.” He flicked his hand towards me and I was suddenly standing in front of the Gates of Death. 
 
    With five minutes left on my timer, I opened my character sheet to finish spending my points. 
 
    CHARACTER STATISTICS 
 
    Name:Kheph Sa’tep 
 
    Race:Human, Saa (Awakened) 
 
    Class:Priest of Anpu 
 
    Level:20Awakened Rank: 4 
 
    Experience: 133933/151250 
 
    Hit Points: 1092/1092 
 
    Mana: 1300/1300 
 
    Endurance: 821/821 
 
    Divine Favor: 69 
 
    Attributes (Modifier): [Available: 1 ] 
 
    --Strength (+2):15 (+3) 
 
    --Agility (+1):13 (+2) 
 
    --Constitution (+8):20 (+6) 
 
    --Intelligence:12 (+2) 
 
    --Wisdom (+1):14 (+3) 
 
    --Presence (+3):23 (+7) 
 
    --Fortune (+2):14 (+3) 
 
    Racial Skills: 
 
    --Child of the Sun 
 
    --Martial Training 
 
    --Son of the Sun 
 
    --Aspect of War 
 
    --Aspect of Light 
 
    --Aspect of the Falcon 
 
    --My Will Be Done 
 
    Class Skills: 
 
    --Blessing of the Gods 
 
    --Divine Blessing 
 
    --Temple Training 
 
    --Child of the Underworld 
 
    Boons and Blessings: 
 
    --Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened) 
 
    Combat Skills: (Available: 2)  
 
    --Spear: 19 [43%] 
 
    --Shield: 16 [72%] 
 
    --Medium Armor: 18 [52%] 
 
    --Endurance: 17 [32%] 
 
    --Precision Strike: 17 [10%] 
 
    --Charioteer: 7 [20%] 
 
    General Skills: (Available: 6) 
 
    --Armorer: 11 [76%] 
 
    --Cooking: 6 [0%] 
 
    --Discerning Eye: 19 [62%] 
 
    --First Aid: 20 [12%] 
 
    --Literacy (Saa):2 [84%] 
 
    --Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [91%] 
 
    --Survival (Desert): 2 [46%] 
 
    --Weaponsmith: 4 [63%] 
 
    --Lore (Necromancy): 3 [65%] 
 
    --Riding: 1 [92%] 
 
    --Teamster: 5 [14%] 
 
    Divine (Available: 2) 
 
      Skills 
 
      --Combat Caster: 19 [79%] 
 
      --Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A] 
 
      --Exorcism: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Spellcrafting: 3 [68%] 
 
      --Aura of the Underworld: 9 [82%] 
 
      --Divine Channel: 3 [N/A] 
 
      Spells 
 
      --Soothing Touch:  12 [49%] 
 
      --Sunstrike:  9 [67%] 
 
      --Jackal’s Tooth:  10 [84%] 
 
      --Beacon of Life:  2 [42%] 
 
      --Purifying Touch: 6 [10%] 
 
      --Flamestrike: 6 [84%] 
 
      --Sever Bonds: 1 [25%] 
 
      --Summon Legionnaire: 3 [53%] 
 
      --Cure Wounds: 20 [21%] 
 
      --Sehkmet's Cleansing: 8 [80%] 
 
      --Purification: 3 [50%] 
 
      --Call the Dead: 2 [81%] 
 
      --Create Food and Water: 3 [75%] 
 
      --Aset’s Mantle: 10 [22%] 
 
      
 
    First thing I did was drop my attribute point into Presence. Raising my primary stat to twenty-four which should increase both my mana pool and the power of my spells.  
 
    Next, I added a point each to Shield and to Medium Armor, bringing them to seventeen and nineteen, respectively. Staying power was going to be much more important in the upcoming fight than any offensive contributions I could make. Although I did fully intend to stab the Queen if given the opportunity. Free spells were free spells, after all. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Shield skill to 17! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Medium Armor skill to 19! *** 
 
      
 
    I spent a General Skill Point to bring Discerning Eye up to twenty, thinking any advantage the skill could give us would be worth burning the progress. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Discerning Eye skill to 20! The chance of revealing weak points on Analyzed enemies is increased. In addition, channeling mana into this skill allows for the user to see ambient enchantments and effects which can then be further Analyzed. *** 
 
      
 
    Deciding on where to put my Divine Skill points was a lot harder. Combat Caster would increase the chance of triggering free spells and help me concentrate if taking damage, but if the prior bosses were any indication, the queen would probably have some pretty nasty debuffs that I would need to cleanse. 
 
    Sehkmet’s Cleansing was so close to rank nine too. With a sigh for the perceived loss, I plugged both points into the cleansing spell. 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Sehkmet’s Cleansing skill to 9! *** 
 
    *** You spend 1 skill point and raise your Sehkmet’s Cleansing skill to 10! The cleansing power of the warrior goddess lingers, granting the target resistance against harmful spells for thirty seconds. *** 
 
      
 
    And I was done. 
 
    *** 
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    I arrived back at the portal hub to find the rest of the party finishing up their field repairs. Faebio was the first to spot me. “Finally!” he said. “Dude, I hope that was worth the boredom.” 
 
    I smiled and shrugged. “That depends. You guys have any spells or stuff on cooldown that would be useful in this fight?” 
 
    Cyn shook her head. “Only my rez spell has a long cooldown, and that reset at midnight. Why?” 
 
    I pointed to my golden eyes. “My Awakened level four ability lets me reset cooldowns three times a day. Or I can use it as an interrupt. Figured you battle rezzing someone would be more useful than a counterspell.” 
 
    She shook her head and snorted. “That sounds pretty OP, but okay. Wouldn’t really help anyways. Rez won’t work in combat. Eventually I might get a spell for that but it’s probably a rank ten or twenty perk and I’ve barely got it at five.” 
 
    “Alrighty then,” I said. “I’ll save it for interrupts then. Who knows what kind of bad mojo the Fairy Queen will be slinging our way.”  
 
    Kjara and Mika looked at me skeptically when I rejoined them. “You’re ready?” Kjara said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Spent my points while waiting on the death timer. With the big baddie looming I had a pretty clear direction. Defense, defense, defense. Upped my cleanse up to ten, too, in case her majesty likes to dish out debuffs. Got a sweet perk too. After I cleanse someone, they get a thirty second buff against harmful spells.” 
 
    Mika patted me on the back. “He’s learning.” 
 
    Cynnedwyn snorted. “Seems pretty obvious. If you’re going to be our healer, you should max that as soon as possible.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but the look the rest of the party was giving me made it clear I didn’t need to remind them of my reluctant healer status. “So,” I said, flashing the party a wide smile. “Viva la Revolution?” 
 
    I summoned Amenhotep back and everyone recast their buffs for whatever came next. Thinking long and hard on what we might face, I called on my patron for his blessing.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I channeled ten divine favor and called out, “Anpu, Lord of the Dead. I call upon you to grant us your strength in this battle against the corrupted queen. Lend strength to our arms and resolve to our hearts as we cleanse this place of the influence of he who shall not be named!” 
 
    *** You have invoked the Blessing of Anpu, God of the Underworld on your allies! ***  
 
    *** Blessing of Anpu: Bonus to accuracy and damage against undead and corrupted creatures. Resistance to necromantic and void magic, fear, poison, and disease. Duration: 30 Minutes ***  
 
    *** Divine Favor expended: 10 *** 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Kjara said with a snort. “He who shall not be named?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I drew a blank. Eventually you run out of different ways to say the same thing and have to improvise.” 
 
    Mika just shook his head as we moved up to the gate. We placed the four signets in the corresponding slots in the crystal and then backed away as a curtain of multicolored energy filled the opening.  
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving Your Worth *** 
 
    *** Open the way to the Cúirt na Sióg [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    “For Anpu, and the Temple of the Restless Dead!” Amenhotep mentally roared and stepped through the portal with Kjara and Mika right on his heels. Then it was my turn. I rushed through the shimmering gate, shivering as the strange Fae energy washed over me. When I emerged on the other side, I almost crashed into my companions who were standing in stunned silence. 
 
    I looked up and froze as well, transfixed by the site before me.  
 
    Dead Fae in all shapes and sizes were strewn about the room, their multi-colored blood creating a rainbow of carnage on the stark white marble of the throne room floor. The walls and columns were painted with splashes of blood and viscera as if an abstract painter had been given free rein… and a very big knife. I spotted that artist a second later. 
 
    She rose from her crystalline throne and levitated towards us, her feet hovering several feet off the ground. She was a being of unearthly beauty… or had been. Her long white-blond hair cascaded down over her shoulders and elegant purple gown, highlighting the low-cut neckline designed to show off her gorgeous body. 
 
    I felt a chill go down my spine as her gaze passed over me. Her eyes were pits of the deepest black and half of her face and exposed flesh was covered in a network of dark veins, all leading back to their source. Instead of a delicate, female limb, her left arm was a mass of twisted black and purple muscle ending in a monstrous clawed hand. 
 
    The corner of the queen’s lips rose slightly as she spoke. Her voice was a juxtaposition of beauty and horror. Like someone had taken the sweet song of a church soprano and melded it with the harsh roar of a death metal lead. 
 
    A trio of small, Tinkerbelle-like fairies floated behind the Queen, holding her dress aloft like proper handmaidens. Each of the miniature women was perfect in form, and like their queen, would have been stunningly beautiful if not for their jet-black eyes and vein infested skin. 
 
    As she approached, I realized my original impression of her size had been thrown off by the scale of the room. She looked like an average sized lady, but in actuality she was probably nine feet tall. 
 
    “Have you come to gain my blessing?” She asked as she approached, gesturing gracefully with her non-nightmare hand and a pleasant smile completely at odds with her hungry gaze. “Kneel and you shall be rewarded.”  
 
    “Uh, no. Don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said, glancing at the blood splatter décor. 
 
    The Queen's face transformed, her beautiful features marred by rage as her shadowy arm twitched and bulged. “Then die!” she screamed and raised a clawed hand in my direction.  
 
    I raised my shield just in time to block her bolt of shadow. The shield held, but my arm went numb from the cold. Luckily, I only had to deal with the one spell before Amenhotep was on the job, blasting the Queen with Shockwave as he charged in. 
 
    His charge was joined by a spectral bird from Cynnedwyn and Faebio’s hail of fire. Kjara rushed in close behind and Mika was… well… being Mika.  
 
    I used Analyze on the Fae queen. 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor, Queen of the Cúirt na Sióg, Level 23 (Boss) *** 
 
    *** HP: 100%, MP:100%, SP: 100% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Corrupted, ??? *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: ??? *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Light, Holy *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Presence, Intelligence *** 
 
      
 
    So much for improved information, I thought. At least she’s vulnerable to the same things as the other void beasties. I readied my spear and prepared to heal my companions. 
 
    Cynnedwyn robbed the queen of some of her stats, delivering a small boost to Constitution to Amenhotep and Agility to Kjara. Then she switched to Moonbeams which seemed to do full damage against the corrupted royal. 
 
    The flame spells from Faebio were effective as well, but Kjara’s blades were outdoing them all. Each slash left burning scars in the Fae’s flesh, especially when she blocked with her monstrous arm. 
 
    The Queen retaliated with a mixture of magic and melee, launching blasts of void-tainted elemental energy with one hand while lashing out with the monstrous talons on the other. The shadowy magic was easily absorbed or deflected by Amenhotep’s tower shield and spell resistances, but her talons were another story. 
 
    The corrupted claws tore through Amenhotep’s wrappings, taking huge chunks off his health bar with each successful blow. 
 
    Normally the boss’ focus on the tank would be enough for Kjara to go to town, but instead she was forced to deal with the fairy handmaidens peppering her with bolts of force whenever she moved in to attack. 
 
    I alternated between the single target Cure Wounds and the new multi-heal mode, targeting Amenhotep as the primary target and adding Kjara in as needs arose. At one point, Cynnedwyn added her regeneration spell to the mix which let me slow down and conserve some mana. 
 
    Mika joined the fight in typical Mika fashion. He appeared mid swing with his blades aimed for the Queen’s kidneys. Somehow the handmaidens intervened, interposing their tiny bodies between the blades and their mistress, taking one for the team in a most epic fashion.  
 
    Mika cursed as the bodies of little Tink and Sugarplum weighed down his blades, leaving him open to a furious backhand from the Queen and a force bolt to the face from an enraged Navi.  
 
    He flew across the room and slid several feet through a bloody puddle as the fairy pursued him, zapping him with bolts of force instead of nagging him about rupees and hearts. 
 
    I sent a bolt of healing his way to bring him back from the brink, and a quickly chugged potion did the rest. His wrist flicked out once and the final handmaiden went down with a throwing knife through her chest. Free from the annoying Fae, Mika vanished back into stealth. 
 
    The constant salvo of Firebolts and Moonbeams, combined with Amenhotep’s attacks and Kjara’s whirling khopeshes of doom dropped the queen close to the seventy-five percent mark. When Mika rejoined the fight, this time without any fairy interference, his double backstab dropped her the rest of the way. 
 
    The Queen let out a pained cry and flew up into the air out of melee range. A shield formed around her, absorbing the incoming spells.  
 
    “This flesh is…. weak,” she growled and looked around at the carnage spread over the floor. “Yours will serve,” she said in a satisfied tone and flicked her fingers through an intricate spell. 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Flesh of the Fallen! *** 
 
      
 
    The bodies of the slaughtered Fae rose from the bloody floor in tatters, ripping into thick strips of meat that swirled up to wrap the Queen from head to toe. Bones merged together to form a macabre suit of armor, leaving only her dull, black eyes visible. A secondary health bar appeared over her head filled with a mottled black and purple color. 
 
    When her transformation was complete, the former beauty queen looked more like something out of a slasher flick than a fantasy… and she was out for blood. She raised her meaty arms and dropped to the ground with a crash, narrowly missing Amenhotep and Kjara as they dodged out of the way. 
 
    The white marble of the throne room floor cracked and splintered under her weight, but the boss wasn’t finished there. She lunged towards Kjara, attempting to smash the nimble moon elf who’d so far been our top DPS source. 
 
    Amenhotep gave chase, slashing at the Queen’s heels with his single target taunt while Faebio and Cyn continued their magical barrage. 
 
    Faebio’s fiery spells seemed to be extra effective against the meat armor, with the unfortunate side effect of filling the room with the scent of cooked Fae. The smell didn’t do anything game-wise, but it did disturb me on a very basic level.  
 
    It was cooked people, so I should be repulsed by the smell… but it smelled delicious. Some sadistic developer had made the cooked Fae smell like a damned gourmet steakhouse. What the actual fuck. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it and focused on the fight. Amenhotep had finally managed to grab aggro and was doing his best to mitigate the force of the beast’s meaty blows. A few judiciously applied Cure Wounds kept him in good condition. 
 
    The Queen’s normal health bar had barely moved since she’d become a steakasaurus-regina, but the secondary bar was almost depleted. Must be her meat suit status.  
 
    Mika reappeared halfway up the miserable meat mountain using his daggers as climbing spikes. When he reached her shoulders, he raised himself up and drove the blades into the back of her neck. Kicking his feet free, he used his weight to drag the blades down through her meaty outer layer like a zipper. 
 
    The secondary health bar bottomed out, and the cooked and pummeled meat fell to the floor with a sickening squelch, leaving a very Carrie-esque looking Fae behind.  
 
    The horror movie homage was cut short when a stream of pale Moonfire and a salvo of fiery magic slammed into her, burning away the blood and a chunk of her actual health bar. 
 
    The queen took to the air once more, waving her claw across in a wide arc.  
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Darkfire! *** 
 
      
 
    Black fire sprayed from the corrupted limb and washed over Amenhotep and Kjara, clinging to them like some sort of shadowy napalm. Mika was barely able to avoid the attack with a nimble roll. 
 
    Their health bars started to drop quickly as the fire ate away at their flesh. Amenhotep stoically bore the pain, but I could hear Kjara’s screams. I cast Sehkmet’s Cleansing on her as fast as I could and cursed when the spell was resisted. 
 
    *** Darkfire resisted your attempts to dispel. *** 
 
      
 
    A second casting with a divine favor kicker did the job, smothering the DOT under a golden glow. I did the same for Amenhotep and then used the multi-target version of Cure Wounds to heal them. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed back into the fray and used Shockwave, blasting the Queen away with a wave of force. Mika and Kjara renewed their attacks as well, slicing and dicing with their particular brand of damage and all the while, wave after wave of spells rained in from Faebio and Cyn. 
 
    We hit the fifty percent mark when the boss backed off again with that same, hungry look on her face she’d displayed before constructing her meat armor. A casting bar appeared over her head, and I decided it was time to try out my new skill. 
 
    I opened my mouth and activated the skill, shouting “Stop!” with all the power of my blood behind it. My command echoed across the room, resonating with reality at some primordial level. The casting bar over the Queen’s head shattered. 
 
    *** My Will Be Done successfully interrupted Flesh of the Fallen! *** 
 
      
 
    She floated backwards, dizzy for an instant from the backlash of the spell and we pounced. 
 
    Faebio’s mana dipped to almost nothing as a massive ball of fire shot over my head. It struck the boss center mass and exploded, burning away her long hair and the portions of her dress not necessary to maintain modesty. “Take that biotch!” he yelled. 
 
    Cynnedwyn rushed forwards and tossed a handful of seeds at the Queen. Small shoots sprouted from the seeds in midair and reached towards the Fae. With a casual wave of her hand, she conjured a gust of wind that blew the seeds back onto the druid, who cursed and fell back, frantically trying to cancel her spell. 
 
    The boss chanted a short verse and gestured upwards, causing a hail of multicolored raindrops to fall from the ceiling as she put more distance between herself and the floor. 
 
    Her health was down to almost forty percent when she started chanting her meat suit spell again. A flaming golden arrow sprouted from the Queen’s left breast, burning through the black veins and dropping her health another three percent.  
 
    Pain flashed across the Fae’s face but she continued casting, gritting her teeth and growling through the spell. I used My Will Be Done for the second time, shouting “Stop!” as the power rushed out of me. 
 
    The casting bar shook and started to crack, but before it could shatter, tendrils of light-drinking darkness filled the cracks and glued it back together, replacing the normal bluish hue with the mottled purple and black that had become synonymous with the Devourer and his servants. 
 
    *** My Will Be Done was resisted!  *** 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Flesh of the Fallen 2! *** 
 
      
 
    A storm of blood, meat, and viscera spun around the Queen, completely ignoring our continued ranged assault. I tried to sneak a Sunstrike through the storm, hoping to do as much damage as possible but it too was swallowed up in the storm.  
 
    My mana was running low, so I chugged my biggest mana potion and took a deep breath to ready myself for whatever was next. 
 
    Seeing me break the seal, Cyn and Faebio pulled out potions as well. It was always a gamble with potion cooldowns being a thing, but if we waited much longer we might either run out of mana or be unable to take another for the final phases. 
 
     When the meat-icane was finished, the Queen looked nothing like the amorphous blob of flesh and bone she’d transformed into during her first transformation. Instead, she looked almost normal… if you ignored the complete lack of skin, hair, or eyeballs. And there were the extra six feet of height, too. There was no secondary health bar either. 
 
    The newly formed meat giant opened her mouth in a savage roar, filling the room with a deep, bass vibration that made my bones ache. The remaining flesh and blood on the ground vibrated as well, forming into geometric patterns similar to a salt tray on top of a subwoofer, and where it touched living flesh, it stuck fast. 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Dirge of Hestaar!  *** 
 
      
 
    My feet and legs were covered in nastiness by the time the Queen’s dirge was done, but that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was that as soon as the ability ended, that ooey-gooey grossness froze solid, rooting me in place. 
 
    A quick survey of the room revealed my companions were in similar situations, although some had started to free themselves already. Amenhotep flexed his powerful legs and the blood-ice shattered, just in time to intercept the boss as she rushed in to take advantage of our immobility. 
 
    Mika was nowhere to be seen and had likely avoided the trap with some kind of roguish skill or something, and Kjara was able to free her one trapped leg with a vicious stomp of the other. I used the butt of my spear to try and chip away at the ice, and managed to smash my toe instead as the weapon easily penetrated the thin cast. 
 
    Another wave of Flamebolts and Moonfire beams told me Faebio and Cyn had dealt with the issue, but a quick look backwards showed they were still knee deep in solid ick. “Break free!” I yelled. 
 
    “Don’t you worry your shiny little head,” Cynnedwyn replied. “Why waste valuable DPS time getting rid of some Fae boogers. I don’t need my legs to cast.” 
 
    “Yeah! What she said,” Faebio added as he sent a long stream of fire across the room to immolate the boss. 
 
    I was worried there might be more consequences if you stayed in the gunk but had to focus on keeping Amenhotep and Kjara healed. I should have listened to my instincts. 
 
    The boss reached down and touched the ground with her clawed hand. Dark energy flowed out of the corrupt limb and down into the solidified carnage coating the floor.  
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Sanguine Prison!  *** 
 
      
 
    The black ice turned back into liquid and flowed across the floor towards Faebio and Cynnedwyn like it was liquid metal and the two elves were magnets. The gunk splashed over them like a tidal wave, encasing them both in cocoons that re-solidified almost instantly. 
 
    Those of us who had broken free were left untouched by the ability. “Shit!” I yelled and backed towards the imprisoned elves while keeping the healing flowing. 
 
    Mika and Kjara attacked the boss’ flanks while Amenhotep tanked, using his taunts whenever they came off cooldown to counter the damage being done by Kjara.  
 
    Kjara’s holy blades left long smoking wounds in the boss’ flesh while Mika’s left swollen, bleeding wounds. The dýrafólk had tried his time-honored tradition of hamstring and Achilles’ tendon slicing, but it seemed the meat monster didn’t obey the classical laws of anatomy. 
 
    Without Faebio and Cynnedwyn’s constant barrage of spells it was much slower going, but at least the Druid’s debuffs were still in play.  
 
    I stepped into melee range of Faebio and used the butt of my spear to try and smash the cocoon of black ice. The first hit broke away a small piece of the cocoon which was a relief. It would have royally sucked if there was no way to free them.  
 
    With a shrug, I reared back and smashed it with my shield. The black ice shattered under the blow, spilling out a dazed and panicked Faebio onto the ground.  
 
    I flashed him a smile. “Come on, slacker. Time to barbecue some royalty.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and stood, shaking off the aftereffects of the prison while I moved over to Cyn’s cocoon, giving it the same shield bash treatment. She spilled onto the floor, letting loose a string of curses that could make a sailor blush and immediately started healing herself and her grandson. 
 
    In the time it took me to free our DPS, things had taken a turn for the worse on the front lines. A backhand slash had carved Mika up like a Christmas ham. His health was close to zero, and he was bleeding profusely all over the throne room floor. 
 
    To make matters worse, instead of forming a neat puddle like a normal crime scene, his blood was streaming along the ground and being absorbed by the Queen. 
 
    I cursed and moved closer. As soon as I was in range, I cast Cure Wounds on the fallen dýrafólk, sealing the worst of his wounds and keeping him from certain death.  
 
    “Take a potion!” I yelled and then cursed as Kjara took a meaty fist to the face. 
 
    She went flying across the room with a stunned icon next to her health bar. I couldn’t do much about the stun, but at least she was still over half health. My mana was starting to get low, and the potion cooldown wasn’t up so I made the hard choice of leaving her as she was to focus on Amenhotep. 
 
    The boss’ health dropped to under thirty percent and she opened her mouth again to serenade us with her latest Tibetan throat singing hit. 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Dirge of Hestaar!  *** 
 
      
 
    Knowing what was coming, everyone kept their feet free of the ick to avoid the nasty follow up. It was impossible to avoid it all, but once it hardened, we were quick to free ourselves. Cynnedwyn even found a use for her scimitar. 
 
    With none of us vulnerable, the boss didn’t bother activating the follow up, opting instead to focus on pounding Amenhotep into the ground. Her concentrated attack did a number on the mummy. He was struggling to keep up with the blows, and the floor under his feet was coated in a thin layer of crimson sand that was continuously leaking from his many wounds. 
 
    Kjara regained her feet and drank a potion, healing herself back to full. The fire on her blades burned with a new intensity as she fed their inner fire with Divine Favor. “Back off, Mummy-man,” she growled. “I’ll tank Ms. Nasty ‘til Kheph can fix you up.” She rushed in and used her own taunt skill on the Queen.  
 
    The Fae hissed and turned to face the moon elf. “You… Your soul will be a tasty treat for the master.” 
 
    Amenhotep sagged as he backed away, giving a brief salute in thanks for the reprieve. “Thank you, Ahn’ep.” 
 
    I focused my healing on Amenhotep, thankful that Kjara’s style of “tanking” was more about avoiding damage than mitigation. It didn’t take long to get Amenhotep back to full once the pressure was off, and Kjara was easily able to handle the boss for that long. 
 
    Mika was back in action as well, slashing and stabbing at the boss’ flanks while Kjara led her on a merry chase punctuated by the occasional Firebolt or Moonbeam.  
 
    Once he was back at full Amenhotep wasted no time. He rushed in and bashed his shield into the boss’ knee, activating Shockwave and knocking her even further off balance. She stumbled and fell, catching herself with her monstrous claw. 
 
    Kjara didn’t waste any time. She leapt in and cut deep into the Queen’s head with a quick one-two chop, dropping her health below twenty-five percent. 
 
    The Fae exploded, sending chunks of meat and shadows in all directions. Kjara and Amenhotep got the worst of it and were sent flying across the room.  
 
    Amenhotep landed on the ground, coated in strands of bloody meat but Kjara wasn’t as lucky. She slammed into the stone wall… and stuck, glued in place by the sticky viscera coating her from head to toe. 
 
    *** Áine an Fíor uses Sanguine Prison!  *** 
 
      
 
    The meat shrapnel hardened into stone, trapping both warriors. Mika had avoided most of the explosion but was still rooted in place by a large chunk of frozen meat and blood. 
 
    The three of us who were further away were spared the damage and the CC effects of the state transition but found ourselves without our meat shield and melee DPS.  
 
    Cursing up a storm, Cyn applied Regeneration to our trapped party members and then focused back on the boss.  
 
    I rushed in to try and break Amenhotep free before the Queen was back in action, but I was too slow. Rising from the ruins of her meat-suit in all her deathly glory, she raised her clawless hand and launched a swarm of shadowy bolts in our direction.  
 
    Three of the missiles split from the group and came screaming towards me. I tried to dodge but they swerved to match my every move. I was able to catch two of them on my shield, negating most of the damage but the third got me right in the dangly bits. 
 
    The damage wasn’t too bad, but the pain and discomfort were quite accurate, and I dropped to my knees, stunned. 
 
    *** Constitution check… Failed! *** 
 
    *** Willpower check… Failed! *** 
 
    *** You are stunned! 5 seconds remaining! *** 
 
    *** Yes, that just happened. *** 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what happened with the rest of the Queen’s missile swarm. I wasn’t paying attention to anything at that point beyond my own predicament, stunned mentally as well as physically by what had just happened. 
 
    My focus returned as Cynnedwyn retreated past me after using her scimitar to free Amenhotep from his meaty prison. I looked up just in time to see the mummy surge to his feet and rushed towards the boss, raising his shield as a second volley of bolts erupted from her hand. 
 
    Wincing in anticipated pain, I focused on the incoming bolts, trying to figure out a way to avoid getting nutted again by a random spell. On a whim I activated Analyze on the spell and almost collapsed as a painful surge of knowledge jammed itself into my brain. 
 
    *** Spell Analysis *** 
 
    *** Name: Shadow Bolt *** 
 
    *** Type: Variant *** 
 
    *** Base Spell: Force Bolt. *** 
 
    *** Mana: Variable based on the number of bolts. *** 
 
    *** Targeting: Each missile can be directed to strike one enemy with 100% accuracy. 
 
    *** Damage Type: Cold, Force *** 
 
      
 
    My view of the incoming bolts shifted as well, transforming from a realistic rendering to a wireframe of woven energy. The spell’s weak point was obvious to see and it would be a simple thing to unravel… if I had something to unravel it with. 
 
    The impact of a pair of missiles broke me out of my trance and sent me stumbling. A quick Cure Wounds undid the damage as I turned my attention back to the battle and to Kjara who was still trapped in a meat cocoon on the far side of the room. 
 
    I wanted more than anything to go break her free but that would require getting past the boss first. 
 
    I looked back at Faebio and saw him powering up another Firebolt, but instead of aiming at the boss he was facing Mika. I almost panicked before remembering his fire storing bracelets… and that gave me an idea of how to free Kjara. 
 
    Faebio’s spell crashed into the bonds holding Mika down and they shattered. The flames completely engulfed him, but were quickly swallowed by his bracers. Wisps of smoke rose from a few blackened pieces of fur, but most of the damage had been avoided.  
 
    I turned my spear towards Kjara and hoped the lower level boots were up to the task. “Sorry about this!” I yelled and triggered my staff. 
 
    “What?” she said, her eyes going wide. A bolt of lightning streaked across the room and popped her prison like a ripe melon. The bolt hit Kjara as well, and thankfully the boots proved to be enough, soaking up the majority of the bolt’s energy. 
 
    I followed the bolt up with a Cure Wounds, undoing whatever damage the overflow had caused. My potion timer was up so I chugged another major mana potion to boost my diminished reserves. 
 
    Wanting the fight to be over as quickly as possible I waited until the boss started her next spell and used my second Lightning Bolt charge, hitting her right in the stomach. The force of the impact sent her floating backwards a few feet and knocked her down below twenty percent. 
 
    The Fae stared at me with pure hatred and started invoking her meat armor. The spellcasting cut off with a choking sound when a Divinely Charged arrow punctured her neck. She rasped and ripped it free, losing another three percent in the exchange, but somehow was able to continue the spell from where she left off. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and triggered My Will Be Done and pumped ten Divine Favor into the skill to overcome whatever resistance she might bring to bear. “No!” I growled and the casting bar pulsed and strained. Cracks formed along the edges and were filled again with shadowy tendrils, but those shadows were burned away by the pure golden light of my faith.  
 
    The casting bar exploded. 
 
    *** My Will Be Done successfully interrupted Flesh of the Fallen! *** 
 
      
 
    The Queen’s stunned expression lasted for about a second before Kjara’s next arrow and a Moonbeam from Cyn slammed home. A massive Firebolt followed seconds later. The combined damage dropped the Queen’s health to ten percent, and she fell to the ground. 
 
    She pushed her self up into a sitting position and sprayed Amenhotep with her napalm-like Darkfire before unleashing another storm of Shadowbolts in Kjara’s direction.  
 
    Her next spell ended in a ragged cough as Mika sheathed his blades in her kidneys. Blood sprayed from her open mouth and she fell forward, struggling to breathe as her lifeblood spilled onto the throne room floor. 
 
    Mika raised his blades to finish her off but paused. “Oh yeah. We need her alive.” 
 
    The Queen collapsed onto her face as her Fae bits gave out, but the corrupted arm had other ideas. Moving like a cross between Thing from the Adams family and a demented inch-worm, it dragged the Fae monarch’s body across the ground to continue its assault. 
 
    “Quick! Help me pin it down!” Kjara yelled and jumped on top of the corrupted limb.  
 
    It thrashed and threw her off, flipping the fairy queen limply onto her back as it snapped at us like a wounded snake. 
 
    Amenhotep bashed it and used his massive tower shield to pin the clawed hand to the ground while Kjara rushed back in to straddle its bicep. 
 
    Cyn tossed a handful of seeds onto the exposed flesh. Vines and roots sprouted and in seconds and rooted it to the ground.  
 
    Kjara looked up. “What now?” 
 
    I pulled out the Lunar Essence and knelt next to the Queen’s limp form. I lifted her head gently and tilted it back to feed her the potion. She was barely conscious and swallowed reflexively when I held her nose and closed her mouth. 
 
    The effect was almost instantaneous. A soft white light, similar to Cynnedwyn’s Moonbeam spell spread through her body, burning away the network of black veins. Faced with the pure light of the elven pantheon, the corruption fled, seeking refuge back at its source. 
 
    Wherever the light touched, the Queen’s flesh was restored, and after maybe thirty seconds all traces of the corruption had left the Queen’s body and she awoke with a gasp. She turned her icy blue eyes on me and pulled away. 
 
    Her furious gaze looked down at the monstrous arm still hanging from her shoulder. She reached over with her good arm and with a mighty tug, ripped it free. She threw it to the ground where it writhed in its woodsy cocoon.  
 
    The light suffusing her skin flowed down to her bleeding shoulder and then beyond, forming a new arm of solid moonlight that gradually solidified into smooth, undamaged flesh.  
 
    The Queen’s eyes locked onto us, and I felt like she was looking into my very soul. 
 
    *** Queen Áine an Fíor has been cleansed of the taint of the Devourer. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Update: Left Arm of the Devourer *** 
 
    *** Spare the Fae Queen and use the Potion of Lunar Essence to cleans her of Kchil’ik’s taint. [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    She looked back to the cocooned arm. “Move,” she said in a voice that brooked no argument. Amenhotep and Kjara jumped to the side, barely quick enough to avoid the untainted Queen’s attack. 
 
    A beam of swirling violet and white light shot from her hand and enveloped the cocooned limb. The fire was so bright that I had to avert my eyes, and only my racial resistances to fire spared me a painful scalding. My companions weren’t as lucky and had to take a step back as the Queen exacted her vengeance.  
 
    When the torrent of Fairy Fire blinked out, all that was left was a much diminished, stone arm. 
 
    *** 
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    I glanced around nervously, not quite sure what to do next. Cynnedwyn took the lead, kneeling before the Queen Áine an Fíor in supplication. Kjara and Faebio followed suit, so I did likewise. Even Mika knelt before the stunningly beautifully Fae, leaving only Amenhotep on his feet. 
 
    She glanced at the mummy with an amused smile and nodded in acknowledgement. “Thank you, honored spirit.” 
 
    The glow under her skin rose to the surface and cleansed the queen of the dirt and grime she’d accrued while controlled. Her burned hair grew back, and her clothing was restored to its previous glory. 
 
    Once the magic had finished its work on the Queen, it drained into the white stone of the throne room floor and spread outwards in a ripple of pale light. Where it touched, all evidence of violence disappeared. Even the cracks in the stone from the battle were gone. 
 
    “Rise, Adventurers,” she said in a voice that was more music than words. “‘Tis not time for that quite yet.” 
 
    I looked around nervously. The fight was over, but other than the message saying the Queen was cleansed nothing else had come through. Was the encounter over?  
 
    I glanced down at the smoking arm, which had lost its lifelike appearance and transformed into dull black stone, half expecting it to get back up and attack us again. 
 
    The Queen noticed my gaze and spoke. “Take it, Priest. We know firsthand the danger it doth pose to our world and wouldst have it gone from our realm.” 
 
    “Thank you, your Majesty,” I said and picked it up.  
 
    *** Quest Update: Left Arm of the Devourer *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Left Arm of Kchil’ik from the Fae Court [1/1] *** 
 
      
 
    In the background, the magic cleansing spell had finished its work, leaving the throne room spotless. The Queen beckoned us to follow and walked to her throne where she settled in with a sigh. I blinked for a second, a bit confused. The throne had been a massive thing, but somewhere along the way it had shifted size to be a perfect fit for the Queen. 
 
    I blinked again and tried not to panic as our surroundings came alive. Hundreds of Fae of various types were suddenly all around, filling up the chamber. Here and there I spotted creatures like the ones we’d battled throughout the dungeon, all free of the Kchil taint, and standing nearby were the four elemental knights. 
 
    A melodious laugh from the queen sang into my mind, calming my nerves, and setting me immediately at ease. “Thou hast no need to worry. With our restoration, all of our children hath been returned to their natural state, and for that we thank thee.”  
 
    She snapped her fingers and another Fae woman of exquisite beauty appeared next to the throne, dressed in a clinging black dress that matched the color of the curling horns poking out of her stark white hair. She looked out over the crowd and raised her voice, slipping into a recitation that seemed formal and rehearsed. 
 
    The newcomer motioned for us to kneel, and even Amenhotep took a knee. 
 
    “We call the Cúirt na Sióg to order. These supplicants have come before the court to receive the blessing of Her Majesty, Queen Áine an Fíor. They have obtained the signets of the Knights of the Court, through valor and through deed, and we would now confirm this with the Knights. Ser Aer, you are called to court.” 
 
      The Knight of Storms walked forward and nodded to the horned woman. “Speaker,” she said before bowing to the Queen. “Your Majesty.”  
 
    The winged knight gestured towards us. “My memories are still returning, but from what I can recall they faced my challenges with courage. They were a bit… clumsy in the first challenge,” she said, and there was a wave of soft laughter that passed through the audience, “but once back in their own forms acquitted themselves admirably. They were able to vanquish my Fabhcún Guard and defeat me in single combat. They earned my signet.” 
 
    At a nod from the Queen, the horned Fae continued, “Thank you, Ser Aer. You are dismissed.” 
 
    The winged knight bowed again to her liege and moved to stand at the side of the throne. 
 
    “Ser Domhan, come forth. You are called to court.” 
 
    The massive Knight of Stone made his way to the dais, going down on a knee and placing his hand over his heart before the throne. “My Queen. It fills my heart to have you back.” 
 
    The queen gestured for the massive knight to rise, and the horned fae spoke. “How do you judge these supplicants?” 
 
    Ser Domhan rose to his feet and turned to address the audience. “These supplicants braved my labyrinth and defeated my Brownies and Spriggans. They were steadfast in their effort, practical in their application, and driven by their goals. The Triplets gave them some trouble, but they persevered and did not allow their setbacks to break their resolve. They have earned my respect, and my thanks. They are worthy.” 
 
     “Thank you, Ser Domhan,” the speaker said, and the Knight moved to join his companion next to the throne. 
 
    “Ser Uisce, Knight of Water, you are called to court.” 
 
    The Knight of Water gave us a frigid glare before bowing low to the queen. The tension in her bearing was obvious. She was the last of the knights we’d faced, so it was likely things were still a bit heated in her mind. 
 
    “How do you judge these supplicants?” 
 
    Uisce turned her gaze on us and grew more tense. Icy blades started to form on her forearms but a barely audible cough from the queen put a stop to whatever was going through her mind. Her shoulders sagged, and she nodded silently and some of the tension left her shoulders. “Your Majesty, I apologize… I am still not quite… myself. These supplicants solved my puzzles and showed they were not only strong, but able to adapt to face an ever-changing foe. They are worthy.” 
 
    A hint of a smile touched the Queen’s lips as the Knight of Water moved aside.  
 
    “Ser Dóiteáin, Knight of Flame, you are called to court.” 
 
    The armored knight stepped up to the dais with a wry grin. He looked a bit shorter than I remembered, and his candle flame helm was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “These supplicants have faced your trials. How do you judge them?” 
 
    He nodded to the Speaker and looked us over. “They started slow, as is proper, but once their inner fires were properly stoked, they burned like an inferno. They defeated my Salamanders and my Drake, and learned sometimes the slow course is not always the correct one. They battled me with passion, and defeated me with honor. They are worthy of my signet.” 
 
    The Queen’s smile grew as the Speaker dismissed the Knight. 
 
    “The Court has been queried and there is consensus. The challenges have been met, and the supplicants found worthy,” the Speaker intoned and lowered her hand. The entire court took a knee as the Queen stood. 
 
    “Cúirt na Sióg, Court of the Fae, Chosen of the Valerian Court. These supplicants hath been judged by our Knights to be worthy of an audience, but it is we who must decide if they art truly worthy of our blessing.” She paused for several seconds as the room went silent. 
 
    I glanced at Kjara and gave her a surreptitious thumbs up behind my shield. She covered her mouth to keep from laughing and ruining the moment. 
 
    The Queen looked at me knowingly and continued. “As thou all know, we hath recently been afflicted by a taint most foul, and ‘twas at the hands of these supplicants that we were finally freed. They braved the tests of our Knights and faced us when we were thus afflicted. And in their moment of victory, they chose the path of life over that of death. For all of that, we, too, deem them worthy of our blessing.” 
 
    A group of Fae appeared from behind the throne, each bearing a small lunchbox sized crystalline chest and I could see Kjara’s eyes go wide as she spotted them too.  
 
    I chuckled as the Queen continued, “We deem thee honorary members of the Cúirt na Sióg and bestow upon you these gifts. Go now with our blessing.” 
 
    The newly arrived Fae handed us each one of the small chests. The crowd, and the notifications, went wild. 
 
    *** Your party has cleansed Queen Áine an Fíor! Your party gains 3104xp! *** 
 
    *** You have gained 30 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Sunstrike spell! Rank 10 Achieved! Critical strikes are now guaranteed to set the target on fire. In addition, if a target is slain by this spell, there is a small chance that it will explode, setting all enemies within five feet on fire. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have gained a better understanding of the Aura of the Underworld spell! Rank 10 Achieved! This aura can be maintained constantly when out of combat, and in combat mana cost has been reduced by twenty-five percent. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Congratulations! You have become more skilled with Combat Caster and have reached Rank 20! You have gained an instinctual awareness of the battlefield and know how to apply your magic most effectively. When engaged in melee combat, cues will be provided to show where healing is needed, or where your spells would be the most effective. Using these indicators grants an improved critical chance for those spells. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Quest Update: Proving your worth *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Blessing of Queen Áine an fíor [1/1] *** 
 
    *** You have received 3000 xp! *** 
 
    *** You have received 30 Divine Favor *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with all Vale of Dreams factions has been increased and set to a minimum of Friendly! *** 
 
    *** Open the Crystalline Chest for your Blessing and Monetary Reward. *** 
 
      
 
    *** Kjara has reached level 19! *** 
 
    *** Mika has reached level 18! *** 
 
      
 
    *** REGIONAL ANNOUNCEMENT *** 
 
    *** The corruption afflicting the Cúirt na Sióg and Queen Áine an fíor has been cleansed! The Forbidden Barrows are no longer a place of corruption and shadow and can now return to their true purpose: Testing the followers of the Valerian Court who seek a boon from the Queen of the Fae. *** 
 
    *** With the removal of the corrupting force from the Barrows, the Kchil have no further need to invade. *** 
 
    *** NOTE: The Vale of Dreams Battlegrounds are permanently closed. ***  
 
      
 
      
 
    With a bright flash of light, we were back in the portal room, sans crystalline gate. A giant white portal filled the southern wall with a big “Exit” sign floating over it with a timer ticking down from five minutes. 
 
    I saw Kjara starting to open her chest and interrupted her. “Wait a sec! We have no clue what these blessing things are going to do and we’ve only got five minutes ‘til we get booted from here. Let’s hold off ‘til we’re safe, okay?” 
 
    She pouted at me. “Fine.” 
 
    Cyn snorted. “So what’s the plan now? Those asshats are bound to be waiting for us to exit. Especially with that announcement letting them know just how hard we shat in their corn flakes.” 
 
    Faebio huffed. “Those guys are tools. Plus, they’re not hunting us, Grandma, just these nerds.” 
 
    Mika laughed. “I can probably stealth my way free,” he said and gestured to Kjara. “She can probably pull that off too, but clanky-boy over there isn’t going to get away without a fight. He’s number one on their shit list.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m going to poof back to the Underworld and deliver the quest item. After that they can gank me all they want. It might take a few deaths, but eventually the griefing system will kick in and it’ll spawn me back in Va’pu.” 
 
    Kjara winced. “Sure you can’t learn invisibility or something?” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll check, but all signs point to no. The Moonies have mages that can probably see through that anyway.” 
 
    Cyn shrugged. “Well, it’s been fun, but we’re going to get out of here and try to stay clear of the drama. Send me a PM if you want to party sometime,” she said, winking at Mika, “or team up in the game.” 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” I said. “It was much appreciated. And Faellwyndyr, hope there’s no hard feelings?” 
 
    He smiled jokingly and replied, “For now. But keep your eyes out. Vengeance will be sweet, and that skirt ain’t going to protect you if I decide to come a kickin’.” 
 
    The entire party shared a laugh and Cyn and Faebio left the dungeon and shortly after, the party. 
 
    Mika chuckled. “The old lady was starting to grow on me. Maybe they’ll join us for the next phase? Message me when you have more details?” 
 
    “Will do.” I said. 
 
    With a wave, the dýrafólk left the instance, the party, and then the game. 
 
    “Wow,” Kjara said. “I can’t believe he logged out without opening the loot.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not everyone is obsessed with loot.” 
 
    “They should be. A fairy queen gave us a magic box and you want to wait to open it? It's almost sacrilege.” 
 
    “First things first,” I said and extended the stone hand towards her. “How do you do?” 
 
    “Dork.” 
 
    “So where do you want to meet up after I drop this off with the boss man?” 
 
    She thought for a second. “Va’pu seems like a safe bet. The moonies will probably be gunning for me too, but I think I can evade them. I don’t think they’ll follow into the desert though.” 
 
    “Okay. Va’pu it is.” I leaned in and kissed her gently. “See you on the flip side!” 
 
    I activated Dust to Dust and disappeared, leaving her kissing air as she’d often done to me. 
 
    *** 
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    Once again, I spawned before the altar in the temple. Anpu was standing on the far side, and Lady Cleena was there as well, leaning casually against the cold stone.  
 
    As soon as I appeared, Anpu held out his hands. I handed the arm over and sighed in relief as he did his thing and it disappeared. “Thank you, Adept.” 
 
    *** Quest Complete: Left Arm of the Devourer *** 
 
    *** Return the Left Arm of Kchil’ik to Anpu at the Temple of the Restless Dead [1/1] *** 
 
    *** You have received 7500 xp! *** 
 
    *** You have received 150 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your reputation with the Saa Pantheon has increased! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with the Moonguard has increased! *** 
 
      
 
    Cleena smirked. “Good. Now I can get back to my own business.” 
 
    Anpu looked to the goddess and sighed. “No one said you had to stay here anyway, Cleena. From what I understand you were just here as a messenger.” 
 
    She placed her hand to her chest and gasped, “Why Anpu, if I didn’t know any better, I would think you didn’t want me here.” She winked at me. “Anyway. It was good working with you Adept. Give your lady my regards and let her know that if she ever tires of her station here, my temple is in need of defenders.” And then she was gone. 
 
    The god of death let out an audible sigh, and some of the tension left his shoulders. “That woman…” He shook his head and turned to me. “Thank you, Adept. Once again you have come through, but I fear that it is not the last I must ask of you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Of course, my lord. The cultists are still out there, and we need to get to the other pieces before they do.” 
 
    “Time is running out. The enemy has been on the move.” He waved his hand over the altar, shaping the piles of sand into a map of the world. There were nine markers on the map. Two I recognized right off the bat, and both were green. Those marked Sehkem and the Vale of Dreams. 
 
    There were two other green markers as well: one in the mountains to the east of Sehkem, and one in the hills on the western continent. 
 
    “The green markers show the pieces our alliance has recovered,” he said and gestured to the map where an almost equal number of red markers appeared. There was one where Arven’s Folly had once stood, one in the middle of the northern continent, and one in the west. “The red markers indicate places where the Devourer’s cultists have triumphed.” 
 
    Two colorless markers remained, both across the sea to the west. Anpu waved his hand, and the map shifted to show a detailed view of the western continent.  
 
    He gestured to one of the markers and the map zoomed in to show a massive mountaintop keep. “This is the fortress monastery of the star elves, one of the most secure locations in the world. The Delgaad and Valerian Court have a team on route to recover their artifact as we speak.” 
 
    The map shifted again to show a massive walled city in the northwest. The marker was deep underground, buried beneath a massive medieval city. “This is where I need you and the Ahn’ep to go. The human gods buried the Devourer’s brain far beneath the capital of Karillia, long ago. I fear what effects it may have already had on the people of that land.” 
 
    I nodded along. “So go to Karillia, get the brain, and bring it back. Got it.” 
 
    He gave me a flat look. “It is not that simple.” The map continued to shift, turning on its side to show a cross section of the capitol.  
 
    “The current capital is but the most recent built upon this site. Centuries of wars, dynasty changes, the rise of new governments… each built their version of the ideal city on the bones of the last, resulting in…” he said, gesturing towards the map, “… this.” 
 
    “So, where’s the objective?” 
 
    Anpu rotated the map, searching for something as he spoke. “We don’t know its exact location. That is why we are sending you. You, and the Ahn’ep if she is willing, are to travel to Karillia city and recover the brain of the fallen Primordial before the Kchil do.” 
 
    *** Quest Received: Brain of the Beast *** 
 
    *** Anpu has charged you with traveling to the city of Karillia on the western continent of Kor and retrieving the Brain of the devourer from the ancient vault in the depths of the city catacombs. *** 
 
    *** Criteria: *** 
 
    *** Obtain the Brain of the Devourer [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Return the Brain of the Devourer to Anpu [0/1] *** 
 
    *** Rewards: xp, increased reputation with all Light factions. *** 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I said, examining the map as it zoomed back out to show the entire world. “Any clues on how to get across the ocean?” 
 
    “I believe you will need to take a boat,” the god said with a flat look, gesturing to the map.  
 
    The markers for the Primordial bits disappeared and were replaced by two unfamiliar markers. He gestured to them, starting with the one at the southern end of the Saa-eth river. “This is Itzuatl. It is more of a fishing village than a seaport, but they do enough trade that you should be able to hire a ship from there to…” He gestured to the second marker on the west coast near the mouth of the river feeding the Moonwell. “…Lirport. Or you can go directly to Lirport from the Vale and save yourself some time.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It all depends on our reception at the hands of the Argent Moon when we get back to the Vale. I have a feeling I’ll be leaving from Va’pu, so either way will be hard.” 
 
    “I leave your path in your hands,” he said and dismissed the map and looked back at me. “Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    My mind was already busy planning out the next steps in the quest, so I barely heard his question. “Oh, what? No, no more questions. Just planning things through.” 
 
    “Good. I will be waiting for your update.” With a gust of wind, the god disappeared, leaving me alone in the temple. 
 
    It was too soon for training, and I had a date of sorts at Va’pu so it was time to get a move on. Plus, I couldn’t open my fairy loot box in the afterlife, and now that the mission was complete, I was dying to see what was inside. 
 
    *** 
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    I teleported to the Gates of Death and spent the remainder of my respawn timer imagining what I’d do when I respawned in the Vale. The Argent Moon would probably be expecting me to return from the dungeon portal, so I might be able to sneak past by spawning back at the Barracks. 
 
    From there I’d have to high tail it out of the war camp, or at least make it to some place with enough elven military around to make an attack unlikely. Or like I’d told the party, get ganked until the griefer code kicked in and I was sent back to Va’pu. 
 
    When my timer ran out there was no avoiding it any longer. I readied myself for what was to come and stepped through the portal.  
 
    The barracks tent materialized around me, complete with one ornery elven captain. She looked up as I arrived and looked me over. “Ah, recruit. Welcome back,” she said with a curt nod. “I’ve been instructed to inform you that with the enemy presence no longer threatening the towers we will be disbanding the militia. You have until tomorrow at midnight to find new accommodations.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay, Captain. I’ll make sure to find something by then.” 
 
    She stood and saluted me. “Thank you for everything that you have done for the Vale.” 
 
    Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I slipped out of the tent and looked around for people sporting the Argent Moon colors. Or anyone else that looked suspicious. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, I ducked into one of the unoccupied tents near the main barracks to recast my buffs. 
 
    I considered summoning Amenhotep, but figured I was more likely to be recognized with a giant mummy following me around, and if the enemy players found me, I wouldn’t have much chance of survival. Best not get in a situation where I wouldn’t be able to summon Amenhotep again ‘til the next day… or need to beg my god for a pass. 
 
    I closed the tent flap to make sure I was hidden from view and then took out the crystal chest mysteriously labeled “Queen Áine’s Blessing.” I held my breath and opened it up, hoping that it wasn’t going to be some sort of elaborate Fae prank, and almost shit myself when a small fairy that looked like Tinkerbell gone punk rocker popped out and bopped me on the nose with her wand. 
 
    The fairy disappeared in a flash of light and a wave of energy surged through me. A series of notifications scrolled past. 
 
    *** Analyzing appropriate skills…. *** 
 
    *** Skills found: Riding, Charioteer, Teamster… *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit… a special mount?” I said softly as my excitement built. 
 
    *** Highest compatible skill: Charioteer. *** 
 
    *** Generating appropriate award. *** 
 
      
 
    An amorphous blob appeared hanging in midair and slowly shifted into a small chariot made of woven branches and vines, pulled by a team of horse sized stags. The stags had massive antlers, and everything about the vehicle screamed elf. I was a little torn.  
 
    A second later Cleena’s voice popped into my mind. “Now, now,” she said. “No need to fret. I need to repay my favor after all.” 
 
    The image of the elven themed chariot shattered and reformed, changing into something much more… Kheph. Instead of woven branches and vines the chariot was made of shaped wood with bronze edging. Much of the armored shielding on my previous chariot was missing, but the sleekness of the newer model meant it could probably go much faster.  
 
    And instead of a team of horses, this one was pulled by a pair of criosphinxes: mythological beasts with the body of a lion and the head of a ram.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” the goddess said as her voice faded away. 
 
    The image solidified and then transformed into a small leather whip that floated over and attached itself to my belt. 
 
    *** Chariot of Kings is now Soulbound. *** 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and touched the coiled whip, activating Analyze. I was literally shaking with excitement as I read through the description. 
 
    *** < Chariot of Kings > *** 
 
    *** This advanced vehicle can be summoned while out of combat. It takes twenty seconds to fully manifest, after which it can be utilized in the same manner as a standard vehicle of its type. If destroyed, the vehicle will be unsummoned and require eight hours to repair itself before it can be summoned again. Chariots pulled by criosphinxes gain a bonus to damage when charging. This chariot may only be upgraded with weapons and accessories specifically attuned to its magical essence.  
 
    Rider Capacity: Driver(1), Passenger(1) *** 
 
      
 
    Itching to try out my new toy, I rushed out of the tent and stopped dead, face to face with Silvermoon d’Argent and twenty of her guildies standing behind her. Well, this is going to suck.  
 
    *** 
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    “Get him!” 
 
    Those were the last words I heard before more attacks than I could count hit home, sending me straight to the underworld before I could even get out a witty reply. 
 
    *** You have been killed! *** 
 
    *** PvP losses adjusted due to extreme group level disparity. *** 
 
    *** You have lost 87 gold, 29 silver, and 141 copper. *** 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t surprised by the ganking, but that didn’t make it any less lame. Hopefully, the elven NPCs were avenging my ignoble death at the hands of the Agent Asses.  
 
    With nothing else to do while I waited for my death timer to count down, I decided to get a head start on my video editing for the night. I had an entire dungeon to cut together. 
 
    I got caught up in the process and only noticed my timer was up after about thirty minutes had passed. Oops. I saved my work and returned to the land of the living. 
 
    What greeted me was not the barracks I expected. Instead, the area was a veritable wasteland. Corpses of PCs and NPCs alike littered the ground, and the battle was still raging. 
 
    *** ATTENTION: The Vale of Dreams has declared the organization known as the Argent Moon as Outlaws and Outcasts. All members of the Argent Moon are hereby banished from all elven held lands upon pain of death. *** 
 
      
 
    The tents and makeshift building were on fire and I could hear explosions and the sound of battle filtering through the trees. 
 
    *** CALL TO ARMS! All members of the Vale Military are called to drive out the traitorous Argent Moon! *** 
 
      
 
    “Hah!” I said, looking up just in time to dodge a poorly thrown javelin from an Argent Moon player who’d been waiting near the spawn point. I raised my spear and answered his attack with a Sunstrike, burning a hole in his fancy-shmancy tabard and dropping his health by a quarter.  
 
    I charged in, lowering my spear at the last minute in a feint that he foolishly bought. His sword flashed in to take advantage of my perceived mistake and I grinned. I whipped my shield across to batter his sword aside and then brought my spear up underneath his guard, stabbing deep into his stomach. 
 
    When my free spell ability triggered it was almost unfair. But any sympathy I had was quickly discarded. These guys knew what they’d signed up for. As they say, “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes,” and this guy had earned the grand prize. A Sunstrike delivered directly to his insides, exploding him like a meat piñata. 
 
    *** You have killed Melkioor d’Argent. You have gained 0 xp! The player was more than 5 levels below you. *** 
 
      
 
    I looked around, searching for any more enemies nearby. The clearing was empty for the time being, so I used the opportunity to buff up… and loot all the nearby player corpses I could, earning back the coin I’d lost to the initial gank. I checked to see if anyone else was online and found a pending message from Kjara. 
 
    >>> Kjara: James this shit is crazy! Message me when you get back. We need to link up. Have you opened your box? You should, it’s A-MAZ-ING!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and moved along the outskirts of the clearing, keeping my eyes peeled as I replied.  
 
    >>> Me: Hey Beautiful. I’m back from the dead. Miss me? 
 
      
 
    There was no immediate answer, so I continued on my way towards the main road. As much as I wanted to stick around and play “Murder the Moonie”, I had more important things to do. 
 
    I was almost to the edge of the zone when Kjara’s response came though, putting a damper on my escape plans. 
 
    >>> Kjara: Good! We’re trapped in the temple. Come help a lady out? 
 
      
 
    I sighed and turned around, typing out a reply as I looked at my map to determine the quickest path to the temple. 
 
    >>> Me: It may be a few. I was almost at the main road out. Who’s we, and what’s the enemy looking like? I ran into a not-so-friendly krek when I spawned, but he learned the error of his ways. 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: Me, Derg, and a bunch of other folks who sided with the Vale forces when the Argent Moon lost their effing minds. 
 
      
 
    I heard a muffled conversation ahead, so I knelt down and tried to stay unseen. I needn’t have bothered. After a few shouted words, things devolved into a short-lived battle and the victorious party moved on. 
 
    >>> Me: What happened? When I respawned I didn’t see anyone so I ducked into a tent and opened my Fae loot. You’re right. It’s awesome. I was so stoked to try it out that I walked right into Silvermoon and her cronies.  
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: What did you get? Tell me! 
 
      
 
    >>> Me: LOL. I’ll show you when we get out of here. So… what happened? 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: ☹ Fine. One second everything was normal and then all of a sudden things went crazy. No one was sure exactly what started it, but it could have been them attacking you. The guards tried to arrest some of the moonies for murder. As if they were going to go along with the guards. They fought back, and soon the entire guild was fighting against the Vale forces. The entire Vale turned into a war zone. 
 
      
 
    I had to cover my mouth to stop from busting out laughing. If killing me was the spark that got the guild banned from the zone then that death was well worth it. 
 
    >>> Me: Wow. That’s pretty funny. 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: it was funny until they decided to just massacre all the NPCs and anyone else who wasn’t a part of their guild. They must have organized into a mega raid or something. There were so many of them. 
 
      
 
    >>> Me: Faahk. That’s insane. Then again, they were colluding with the Devourer’s folks so I guess nothing should surprise me. 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: Anyway. When the Rangers and the rest of the Vale forces arrived things got a lot more balanced, and those of us who sided with the Vale were given free rein when it came to attacking and killing anyone in the Argent Moon. 
 
      
 
    >>> Me: Yeah, I saw that notification.  
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: But by then we’d lost a lot of folks and we were driven back to the Temple. At least once we got inside, they were unable to get to us. Most of the Vale forces are dead, but we’ve got about fifteen loyalist PCs in here with us.  
 
      
 
    I grinned. With that many people they should be able to form a decent raid group or super group or however Sosaku handled that sort of thing. 
 
    >>> Me: Nice! 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: Yeah… but the moonies have thirty or more, and Silvermoon and her elite idjits are leading them. 
 
      
 
    My face fell as I recalled their levels and skill-sets. Even if the Vale forces had the advantage of numbers, Silvermoon’s Goons were almost perfectly suited to destroying them. 
 
    >>> Me: I see the problem… 
 
      
 
    I paused for a minute, weighing an idea in my head. It wasn’t ideal, and I really didn’t want to do it, but if it meant everyone else could skedaddle, then it might be worth it. 
 
    >>> Me: If they see me coming then the Silvermoon will probably try and chase me down. Maybe you guys can bust out while I lead ‘em on a merry chase through the woods? 
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: Nah. We just have to hold out. The High Priest says reinforcements have been summoned from the capital and I definitely don’t want to miss it when they get here. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled, sure that even the illustrious Argent Moon elite were going to have a hard time standing up to the NPC army of the elven capitol. 
 
    >>> Me: Oh yeah that’s going to be a great show. How long ‘til they get here?  
 
      
 
    >>> Kjara: Somewhere between really soon and soon. The NPCs are nothing if not vague. 
 
      
 
    I snorted and then quickly looked around to make sure no one had noticed. Luckily, I was alone. 
 
    >>> Me: Okay. I’ll head that way and see if I can find a way past the blockade. 
 
      
 
    *** Message Not Received – Recipient is in combat and cannot receive personal messages. Please try back later. *** 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. The Moonies must have attacked the temple. I needed to get there pronto and keeping to the fringes wasn’t going to cut it. It was time to move back to the main paths and hope I didn’t run into anything I couldn’t handle. 
 
    My original plan of going unnoticed seemed meaningless in the face of the all-out war that had taken over the zone, and with the added risk of taking the main pathways I decided it would be much better to have Amenhotep around. 
 
    With no enemies in sight, I summoned Amenhotep, buffed him up, and filled him in on the current situation. 
 
    “It is good that you called me, Adept,” he said. “We cannot allow these traitors to go unpunished.” 
 
    We moved through the Vale, keeping our eyes peeled. It sounded like there were battles going on all around us, but it was almost like it was some sort of ambiance soundtrack being played instead of what was actually happening around us.  
 
    I made a note to report that bit as a bug when I had a spare moment. It made no sense that they’d resort to such an old school mechanic when up to that point everything had been based on realism. Adding ambient clamor really detracted from the immersive experience, and not being able to tell if I was actually approaching a fight or it was just the background noise was super annoying. 
 
    Luckily, Amenhotep wasn’t reliant on sound to keep him focused and so when we encountered an actual conflict, he was alert and ready to go. 
 
    Three elven soldiers were locked in combat with a pair of heavily armored human warriors wearing Argent Moon regalia. The elves were on their last legs, barely holding their own. 
 
    The first human was decked out in iron plate armor and was armed with the traditional heater shield and arming sword of a dismounted knight. The second had similar armor, but instead of sword and board he was armed with a matched pair of hatchets. 
 
    Amenhotep rushed in and slammed the closest of the humans into his friend, knocking them both off balance. His follow up attack hit hard enough to dent the man’s armor and dropped his health down by a quarter. 
 
    I paused and cast the multi-target version of Cure Wounds on the surviving elves, giving them a new lease on life. Once they were out of danger, I set my sights on the warriors and used Analyze to see what I was up against. 
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Bartholomeus d’Argent, Karillian Warrior [Knight], Level 16 *** 
 
    *** HP: 63%, MP: 0%, SP: 43% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: Staggered *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Resolve, Crusade *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Magical Damage *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Constitution, Strength *** 
 
      
 
    *** [Argent Moon] Frank d’Argent, Karillian Warrior [Axer], Level 18 *** 
 
    *** HP: 63%, MP: 0%, SP: 43% *** 
 
    *** Conditions: None *** 
 
    *** Active Spells/Abilities: Resolve, Rhythm *** 
 
    *** Weakness: Magical Damage *** 
 
    *** Highest Statistics: Strength, Constitution *** 
 
      
 
    “Get the axe guy first!” I yelled, following my own orders and blasting him with a Sunstrike that shaved off a tiny bit of health. 
 
    The Axer laughed. “Ooh, that tickles. Hey Bart, it’s that priest the boss lady wants dead,” he said with a grin. “Dude, you have no clue how fucked you are.” He banged his axes together and the heads seemed to shimmer slightly. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” the Knight said as he skillfully parried Amenhotep’s attacks. “Quite a bounty on your head, man. Gunna get me a whole new set of gear once we put you down.” 
 
    The Knight’s banter almost cost him a painful wound as the elven soldiers rejoined the fight. Their shorter, quicker blades were able to dance around the slower human’s shield and find the few places left that were unarmored. 
 
    He cursed and lashed out at the closest elf, dropping the NPC in a single powerful blow to the head. I started to cast a healing spell, but it was too late, the elf’s health bar was zero and there was no undoing that. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Axer had disengaged himself from Amenhotep and was heading my way. A wicked grin was plastered across his face as if he expected me to be an easy kill. Obviously, dude never learned Analyze. 
 
    I raised my shield and readied my spear for the inevitable rush. When he was too close to easily change his path I raised my shield and channeled a Sunstrike through it, right into his face.  
 
    He growled in pain but pushed through, attacking with a flurry of strikes that made my shield sound like a hi-hat cymbal. The staccato of the attack sent vibrations through my arm but caused no damage.  
 
    I stepped back and thrust my spear towards the gap between his breastplate and belt, hoping to end the fight as fast as possible. My aim was off and my spear skidded along his armor, causing me to overextend slightly.  
 
     I yanked my arm back just in time to avoid losing a hand to his counterattack and almost lost my grip when the axe thwacked my spear instead. 
 
    Giving ground would probably be the wisest strategy, but if I took things too slow the Knight might get lucky and take out Amenhotep, and then I’d get double teamed. I needed to be more aggressive. 
 
    With that in mind, when his next attack came in, I rushed forward and slammed the side edge of my shield into his shoulder. The move cost me a nasty cut to my shield arm but had the desired effect of tying up his second weapon.  
 
    I activated Precision Strike and thrust my spear into the glowing spot under his left arm. The foot-long blade penetrated his flesh with ease and burst out of his shoulder, narrowly missing his head.  
 
    The critical hit procced, sending tiny sparks of electricity arcing from the spear tip into the poor guy. His body convulsed like I’d hit him with a taser, and he collapsed to the ground. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I plunged my spear into his exposed throat for another critical hit. 
 
    A surge of power flowed into me, and I directed it into a Cure Wounds for Amenhotep, shoring up his flagging health pool as he and the remaining elf squared off against the Knight. 
 
    “What the hell, man,” the Axer choked out as his bleeding wounds quickly robbed him of the last of his health. “What kinda healer are you….”  
 
    He was dead before I could answer. The sound of stomping boots drew my attention down the path to a group of newcomers wearing the colors of the Vale. I sighed with relief as the allied squad joined us in making Bart have a very bad day.  
 
    He didn’t last very long. 
 
    *** You have killed Frank d’Argent with minor NPC Assistance! You gain 810xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 5 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    *** You have killed Bartholomeus d’Argent with significant NPC Assistance! You gain 24xp. *** 
 
    *** You have gained 1 Divine Favor! *** 
 
      
 
    The sergeant of the spearman squad approached. “Thank you for aiding the Vale, adventurer. The traitors seem to be everywhere, but take heart, the rangers report that the Royal Guard will be here soon.” 
 
    I nodded and did my best to step into character. “Of course, Sergeant. The Argent Moon are my enemies as well, and the Vale has been kind to me, so I am happy to help. I have word that the majority of their forces have laid siege to the Temple of the Valerian Court. Is that where you’re headed?” 
 
    The elf shook his head. “No. Our orders are to patrol the outer paths and deal with any riffraff we might encounter. Our squad cannot stand against that many adventurers together.” 
 
    He was right. Silvermoon and her cronies were even higher level than I was and would probably wipe the floor with the standard Vale troops. Hopefully the “Royal Guard” was some sort of OP Player-be-good mechanic who would put a stop to the Argent Moon’s murderhobo effort. 
 
    The Sergeant flashed a salute and returned to his squad, leading them back the way I’d come from. 
 
    Suddenly the sound of trumpets filled the air and five griffons zoomed overhead. Each bore a rider clad in a gleaming silver breastplate strapped over long blue robes. The air around them shimmered with power. 
 
    “I’m not missing this!” I yelled to Amenhotep and took off towards the Temple district, ignoring any of the skirmishes along the way.  
 
    I was too late to see the actual explosion, but the resulting carnage stopped me dead in my tracks. 
 
    The formation of griffon riders had taken up position in the air above the temple, glaring down at the players who had formed up at the western edge of the clearing. The ground immediately in front of the temple entrance was a scorched ruin, covered in the still smoldering bodies of the players who’d been besieging the elves’ holy place. 
 
    The lead rider glared down at the assembled guild and addressed the crowd in a voice resonating with power. “This is your last chance. Leave now or suffer a fate similar to the traitors below.” She gestured towards the corpses littering the temple entrance. 
 
    There was some muttering among the gathered Moonies and several turned as if to leave but paused when their leader pushed to the front. With a haughty gesture, Silvermoon yelled something up at the hovering elves, causing an uncomfortable shuffling within her own ranks, and a frown to form on the lead rider.  
 
    I was still a good ways away, and the stupid ambient battle sounds were too loud for me to hear what she’d said, but I could guess. 
 
    The rider shook her head sadly and opened her mouth to respond but was interrupted by an attack from Silvermoon and her henchmen. A trio of massive beams of light lanced out of the guild leadership and converged on the lead rider. The trio of spells hit the Royal Guard and burst into a massive ball of energy, completely enveloping the griffon riders. 
 
    A loud cheer went up from the crowd at their leader’s actions and their very, very inaccurate understanding of the situation that she’d just put them in. 
 
    I backed away from the group, luckily unnoticed by the guild whose attention was focused solely on the quickly diminishing explosion.  
 
    When the flames cleared the cheers went silent. The griffon riders were untouched. 
 
     And then the screaming started. 
 
    The riders raised their hands to the sky and chanted a short spell. A second later it started to rain fire. Not little droplets either. Giant melon sized balls of flaming rock. A literal meteor swarm. Dozens of players died as the first wave of missiles hit home. 
 
    Seeing the massive quantity of AOE damage going on, I moved as far away from the target area as I could. 
 
    There was one problem with my plan. The path I was on was the only line of retreat for the players fleeing the NPC’s wrath. A veritable stampede of panicked players came running out of the temple and I had a vision of being trampled to death. So I did the only thing I could think of: I attacked. 
 
    Bolts of lightning shot from my spear, arcing through the river of players pushing and shoving their way out of the clearing. Dozens of players dropped dead as the lightning blasted through them. Some were already injured from the NPC attack, and some were just that crunchy. Even more players were stunned by the bolt and subsequently trampled to death by their guildmates.  
 
    But even then it wasn’t enough to totally halt the stampede. Amenhotep rushed in to guard me, but even his massive form wasn’t going to be able to divert that much beef, and unlike me he had no skills that would let him GTFO. “Amenhotep, I need to unsummon you now.” 
 
    He looked back and gave me a slow nod. With barely seconds to spare I released him back to the lands of the dead and then triggered Aspect of the Hawk. My fiery wings launched me over the enemy, earning many startled glimpses as I soared overhead.  
 
    I landed back in the temple clearing and looked up just in time to see the Royal Guard unleash another wave of death on the fleeing enemy. I was very glad that the game AI was able to tell friend from foe. Otherwise, I’d have been toast. 
 
    One of the griffon riders swooped down near me as I approached the temple. “Please stay here, Adept. Your help is appreciated but we have it from here. The traitors will be dealt with.” 
 
    I flashed her a salute and headed towards the temple door. “Yes, my lady. I’ll just head into the temple to let my friends know it’s safe to come out.” 
 
    “We already know,” Kjara said as she opened the door and smiled at the elves overhead. “Those assholes have no chance against the OG Royal Guard. They’re like level one hundred or something.” 
 
    I glanced up but before I could do anything she grabbed my chin and turned my head away. “No. Don’t Analyze them. Unless you want to piss them off…” 
 
    Derg stepped into the door and flashed me a tusky grin. “Now that was hilarious. Did you see Silvermoon’s face? I was sure her eyes were going to bug out of her head when her alpha strike turned into a wet noodle against their defenses.” 
 
     “That was something,” I said, wishing I had been close enough to see it for myself. 
 
    The griffon riders left the clearing, chasing the remnants of the former top guild out of the Vale. 
 
    “So…” Kjara said. “What now?” 
 
    I grinned and shared the next step of Anpu’s quest. 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “A boat?” 
 
    “A boat.” 
 
    *** 
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    *** ATTENTION: The Royal Guard has driven the traitorous Argent Moon guild from the Vale! All those who assisted the forces of the Vale in this task have earned the thanks of the Valerian court! *** 
 
    *** Your reputation with all Vale of Dreams factions has been increased! *** 
 
      
 
    *** Your party assisted in the defeat of 24 enemy players. Your party gains 0xp due to the level disparity between the NPC and player levels. *** 
 
      
 
    When we exited the temple, the common folk of the Vale were already starting to rebuild, and other than the scorched ground and increased military presence, things seemed to be moving back towards normalcy. 
 
    “So… Where do we get a boat?” Kjara asked. 
 
    I gestured to the west. “The big boss man says there’s a place called Lirport at the end of the river where we can catch a ship across the ocean.” 
 
    Kjara’s eyes glazed over for a minute as she accessed her interface. “Ah yeah. It's not the capital but it is big enough to have some intercontinental trade. Did he say how much it would cost?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Didn’t think to ask. Money hasn’t really been a thing so far.” 
 
    There was a familiar grunt from behind me and I turned to see Derg exiting the temple. “Boat to Kor’s twenty gold. Or at least it was before this whole mess.” 
 
    Kjara waved. “Hey Derg. That where you started out?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah. But his mom did,” he replied, gesturing towards me. 
 
    “Still with the mom jokes, eh?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Hard habit to break. Anyway. Some of the PUGs I met in the battlegrounds came from there. Less competition for things on this side of the pond. More rugged too.” 
 
    Kjara hummed thoughtfully. “Oof. Yeah, I think the starting zones over there got flooded. Most of the traditional fantasy gamers picked the boring normal medieval continent to start.” 
 
    Derg snorted. “Heard there were a few brawls too. Newbs fighting over choice rat spawns in the sewers or something.” 
 
    “Damn, hell of a way to start a new game.” I said with a sigh. “Now I’m even happier I decided to start on this side of the world. Who wants to watch a stream on the particulars of getting that one last rat after three hours of spawn camping.” 
 
    Kjara leaned against me and I wrapped an arm around her as I continued, “Plus, the elves over here are way hotter. Even if they don’t dance on tables.” 
 
    She snorted and elbowed me lightly in the ribs. “I’ll give you dancing on tables.” 
 
    I wisely chose not to respond with the first thing that came to my mind and instead looked back to Derg. “You hanging around here?” 
 
    He nodded. “You know it. The Vale’s been posting a crapload of bounty quests since the attack, which are perfect for my build. Get to earn some good xp and build up my skull collection at the same time. It’s a win-win-win situation.” 
 
    Kjara raised an eyebrow. “What’s the third win?” 
 
    He gave a small grin. “The bounties are for those Argent Moon shitbags. Hell, that alone would be enough even without the sweet pay and xp.” 
 
    I raised a finger to my lips. “Shh. Don’t let the AI hear you say that. Don’t wanna give them any ideas.” 
 
    The Krek laughed. “I stand by what I said, but the xp is definitely gravy.” 
 
    We shared a chuckle. “Well we are off to catch a boat. Good hunting. Those idiots definitely deserve whatever they get.” 
 
    Once he was gone, Kjara turned to me with a barely contained bounce in her step. “So… What ya get?” 
 
    I grinned and waved a finger playfully in the air between us. “Nuh uh. You first! I know you’re dying to show me.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to twist my arm…” she said slowly and then started bouncing again in excitement. “It’s amazing! This fairy popped out of the box and booped me and scanned me and then… Boom! This!”  
 
    She pulled out a small trinket and smiled as a cloud of multicolored smoke filled air in front of her. After twenty seconds the mist solidified, and I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or groan.  
 
    Kjara was beaming at the exotic animal, and was already caressing its face and scratching its brow around its single, twisted horn. A unicorn. She got a unicorn. 
 
    After a surreptitious glance to get my pronouns in order, I turned back to Kjara and gave her a wide grin. “She’s beautiful. Although not nearly as beautiful as you. She have a name?” 
 
    She nodded emphatically. “Of course she does. Her name is Amalthea.” 
 
    I raised a brow quizzically. “Interesting name.” I gave the unicorn a bow. In all the stories they were said to be as smart as or smarter than people, so I didn’t want to offend. “Hello, Amalthea. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Kjara was looking at me with amusement in her eyes. “You don’t get the name?” she asked, and when I shook my head it only intensified. “Another pop culture hole in the mind of the mighty Kheph. We’ll have to remedy that particular lack as soon as possible.” 
 
    I shrugged. I had no clue what the reference was, but was more than willing to learn, especially when it involved spending more time with the beautiful moon elf, or her even more beautiful real-life self. 
 
    She smiled at me and winked. “I showed you mine, now you show me yours.” 
 
    I nearly snorted but managed to recover. “Well, things were a little bit weirder for me.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “What? What do you mean? 
 
    She looked at me deadpan. “When has anything you’ve done in this game been ordinary?” 
 
    Finger poised to argue, I paused. “You have a point…” 
 
    She gestured for me to continue, so I did. “So… Tinkerbelle’s punk rock cousin popped out of the box and smacked me with her wand and the system scanned my mount skills and well…” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Oh hell. They gave you another chariot, didn’t they?” The expression on my face must have been answer enough because she laughed. “Of course they did.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was made of twisted branches and vines and looked very elfy. Is that a word? Elfy? Anyway. It was very elfy looking and was pulled by a bunch of massive reindeer or something. I would have been all set to deliver presents on Christmas eve.” 
 
    She looked at me thoughtfully. “You said was. That’s not what you got?” 
 
    I grinned again. “Nope! Seems Lady Cleena thought the whole Elven Santa vibe didn’t go very well with my overall image and did some tweaking to the prize as the favor she owed me for not shanking the queen.” 
 
    Kjara muttered something under her breath about me breaking the game again. 
 
    “Behold,” I said in my best impression of a movie trailer narrator. “The Chariot of Kings!” 
 
    I touched the small whip hanging at my belt and summoned my new toy. A gust of hot desert air blew in from the east, bringing with it a cloud of sand. A small sandstorm took shape in the middle of the road, obscuring everything inside. After twenty seconds the wind died and the sand fell to the ground, revealing my new ride. 
 
    “Wow…” Kjara said. “That’s crazy. Does it have the blades and all that jazz?” 
 
    “Nah,” I replied with a shake of my head. “At least not yet. The description says something about adding upgrades to it magically, but I’ll have to look into that. I think my viewers might be keen on seeing how enchanting or artificing or whatever the skill is works.” 
 
    “You have the craziest luck. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were the main character in some book or movie or something.” 
 
    “Hah!” I replied. “That would be pretty funny, but since I’m not ex-special forces I think we can rule that out. All those guys in the stories are always these elite ex-military guys who somehow still get the name of a magazine wrong. Even I know it’s not called a clip and I’m as civilian as you can get.” 
 
    She giggled. “Hah. Well, it’s getting late so if we wanna get to Lirport in time to book passage before I’ve gotta log out for the night we should leave now.” 
 
    I gestured to our new mounts with a flourish. “Let’s ride!” 
 
    ***
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    It was a pitifully short ride. I’d never expected to get pulled over and fined in an MMO, but apparently there was a camp-wide ban on riding that had been in effect even before the shenanigans with the Kchil had started. 
 
    I apologized wholeheartedly and paid the five gold fine with no complaints, simply happy it was a fine and not another stint in a jail cell. No hit to rep either. The patrol was even kind enough to direct us to where we could catch a ferry down to Lirport. 
 
    With our new toys back in whatever dimensional storage they occupied when not active, we headed to the river and were able to board the river barge just as it was leaving. 
 
    The ride cost us a few silver pieces. We grabbed a couple of seats near the rail to take in the sights. I was a little confused as to why those seats were free until I realized they were likely the most dangerous ones on the barge. The river was probably full of monsters which would like nothing more than a nice elven snack. 
 
    I scanned the water and relaxed when I saw the average level of the “monsters” was close to ten, so Kjara and I should have nothing to worry about. I strapped my shield to my back and took a seat on the bench, thankful that the lack of back support mattered little to my digital body. Kjara snuggled in next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder as the ferry drifted along. 
 
    It was beautiful. The only sounds were those of the surrounding forest. No battle. Not even the hawking of a merchant to disturb the silence. Just me and a wonderful woman enjoying a short break from the seemingly breakneck pace that we’d been living since launch.  
 
    I couldn’t even remember how long it’d been. Between the initial week of launch and the time I’d been out of commission from my wounds, everything was a blur. My brain was a mass of tangled emotions. I was living the dream. Like Kjara has said it was like something out of an anime, but none of them ever did justice to the feeling of helplessness that I felt sometimes.  
 
    Before this whole thing happened, I would have jumped at the chance to live in a game world, but without the option to just log out and take a break, that dream had lost its luster. As bad as it sounded, I couldn’t wait to just smell New Jersey again and have a nice pork roll and cheese on a bagel. But at the same time I was scared that without my buff Saa body, my chances with Kimiko were crap. 
 
    Her warmth against my side helped me shake the funk by the time we reached Lirport. I was resolved to make the most of things while I could, and I still had quite a bit of time left in the pod before I’d have to face reality. 
 
    At some point during our river voyage Mika had come back online, so we filled him in on our plans. He seemed strangely excited by the prospect of traveling to the western continent and would meet us there. We offered to wait but he insisted we go first with a snide comment about not wanting his voyage to be an episode of Below Deck or something. I had no clue what he was talking about but welcomed the alone time with Kjara. 
 
    The ferry landing wasn’t too far away from the docks serving the sea-faring vessels, so after a few questions to the dockworkers we were able to locate a ship heading for Karillia.  
 
    I was very surprised to learn that the trip would take almost twelve real world hours. I was surprised the devs would make traveling between continents take so long but I guess they had their reasons. Since I’d need to sleep on the voyage, we decided to pay the upgrade fee that would get us a private cabin to stay in, giving Kjara a secure place to log out while I got some Zs. 
 
    As the sun dropped below the horizon, the ship set sail with us standing on the prow, enjoying the view. 
 
    Kjara looked up at me and grinned. “Can’t believe it takes so long to travel between continents. Guess the devs wanted to make crossing a bit of a venture.” 
 
    “Or we’re about to have some epic pirate battles,” I said with a smile.  
 
    She looked up at me and gasped. “Don’t say that! You’ll jinx us!” She glanced side-eyed at the sailors around us. “Plus,” she whispered. “There’s always a chance that we ARE the pirates.” 
 
    My head whipped around at her words and I gave the crew a thorough examination. They were dressed the part, but from what I remembered of the docks, every sailor was dressed like they’d just come off the set of the latest Pirates of the Caribbean flick. 
 
    She elbowed me in the ribs and hissed, “Don’t stare.” 
 
    I chuckled and looked out at the sunset. “At least it’ll be pretty pirating.” 
 
    The rest of the night went by uneventfully with the crew going about their normal, non-pirate duties as we headed north and west towards the continent of Kor. The captain ran a tight ship but didn’t have any issue with us hanging around on deck as long as we kept out of the way of the crew.  
 
    As night fell, it was time for Kjara to log out and for me to get some rest, so we returned to our cabin and settled in. Kjara snuggled in. “Wish I could hang around longer, but…” 
 
    I squeezed her gently. “I know. I get it. Once I can log out I’m going to take a long break and just… be me.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” she said. “Grilled cheese, some paddleboats, and a big screen showing of The Last Unicorn.” 
 
    I sighed. “Are you sure? I mean, in here I’m… this,” I said, gesturing to my fit, toned body, “but out there I’m just another pudgy gamer living with his parents.” 
 
    She sat up and looked down at me. “Oh, James. You are so much more than you give yourself credit for. So yes. Yes, I am sure.”  
 
    I smiled weakly up at her, at a loss for words to describe how I was feeling, but from her look I didn’t need them. She leaned in and kissed me, and that was all I needed. Elf lips, human lips, whatever bodies we were using didn’t matter. Our hearts were there. 
 
    An eternity, and yet far too short a time later, we came up for air, the smiles in our eyes matching those on our lips.  
 
    “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll be back as early as I can be. Are you going to train tonight?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I think this room will act as a spawn point but I don’t want to chance it.” I smiled. “Plus, I could use the sleep.” 
 
    She giggled and shook her head. “See you tomorrow, James.” And then she was gone.  
 
    Basking in the warm glow of young love, I laid back on my bed and breathed a sigh of contentment. Things weren’t perfect, sure, but they were a lot better than they had been before Sosaku Online.  
 
    I popped open my editing software and finished cutting together everything for the dungeon in both grindy and cinematic modes and got those posted up onto my stream. I tried to be as thorough as possible since as far as I could tell it might be the only record of running that dungeon with the corrupted boss in charge.  
 
    I was curious to see what other groups would encounter now that her Majesty was back in control of her faculties. 
 
    Once that was done, I typed up a bug report about the ambient soundtrack during the fight between the Argent Moon and the Vale. Halfway through I had to stop myself. What I’d written was more of a rant than an actual bug report. With a deep breath and a calming “wu-sa,” I started over and summarized everything into a streamlined, fact-based report devoid of opinion. 
 
    My mailbox was a mix of stream updates, questions, and the usual SPAM that had found a way past my filters. The lengths that people will go to, to try and talk to me about my non-existent car’s extended warranty, were incredible. If those same people would just apply themselves to something worthwhile, that level of determination could probably cure cancer or end world hunger, or something equally impressive. But nope. SPAM. 
 
    I shook my head and updated my filters to account for the latest wave of crypto scams, phishing attempts, and eastern European women looking for love. Examining the rest, I found JP’s reply to my offer. He was interested but would need some more details. 
 
    I did some calculations. With the current stream revenue and lack of pod rental fees I could direct a decent chunk of post donation revenue his way and still store a nice nest egg for after I was done healing. I typed up my offer and sent it off and then settled in to sort through the comments that would hopefully be someone else’s problem soon. 
 
    For the most part things were positive, but there were always a few people who completely baffled me. My stream was a subscription service. They had to pay to watch it, so why did they keep giving me money if they hated everything I did? I mean, I could take the critique, and their money, without issue, unless they went too far. 
 
    Job done, I shot my mom and sister a message letting them know I was okay and that I missed them, and then settled in to sleep. 
 
    *** 
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    I slept like the dead, awakening in the wee morning hours to the feel of Kjara sliding into position as little spoon. I groggily slipped my arm around her and fell back to sleep. 
 
    The next time I woke was much less comfy. The sound of an alarm bell sent my heart racing as I shot up, almost knocking Kjara onto the floor of the small cabin. 
 
    “Wha…” she said as she was startled awake by both the alarm and my sudden movement. “What is that?” 
 
    “ALL HANDS ON DECK!” someone shouted from above, and we shared a glance before rushing to get our gear. 
 
    When we emerged on deck it was a madhouse. Sailors were scrambling back and forth, pulling out ballistae and other war machines from the hold and setting them up near the rail. 
 
    One of the sailors ran up to us. “Captain says get yerselves to the bow. We got some raiders coming in hot and we’re gunna need all hands to drive ‘em off.” 
 
    We wove our way through the hustle and joined the captain. She was standing Captain Morgan style, with one leg up on the rail while she scanned the horizon with a spyglass. The first mate was nearby, taking notes on whatever the captain was reporting. 
 
    The first mate looked up as we approached and whispered something into the captain’s ear. She turned towards us and flashed us a gold-filled smile. “Our esteemed guests. Looks like yer trip isn’t going to be quite as uneventful as we all hoped. Got some Njord bastards coming in hot from the north and if they catch us it’s gunna be pretty bloody.”  
 
    Her smile grew wider, if that was possible. “Ye ready for some battle?”  
 
    I looked over to Kjara and she was staring at me like it was somehow my fault. “What?” I asked. “I didn’t request a naval battle.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and looked to the captain. “Just tell us where you need us. I’ll get my bow ready.” 
 
    The first mate looked down at his notes and whispered something to the captain, who turned to us with a wry grin. She gestured towards the mate. “Don’t mind Shmiddy here, he’s a bit shy when it comes to land lubbers. We’re almost to Karillia so we’re gunna put on some sail and hope the wind’s in our favor to out run the bastards, but if the Njord have a Storm Priest or a Runecaller with ‘em we’ll probably have to fight.” 
 
    “For now, go aft and keep a look out,” she said and turned away. 
 
    Kjara checked her bow and made sure the arrows in her quiver were loose. “Got any wind spells or something that can give us a speed boost?” 
 
    I started to say no, but a bit of Saa Religious lore chose that moment to bubble up. It had been such a long time since it had happened it was startling. The Saa pantheon did have a god of storms after all. “I can probably get some wind going, but it’s probably not the kind of wind sailors like to deal with.” 
 
    “How many raider ships?” Kjara asked. The first mate looked over and raised two fingers and then gestured for us to leave. 
 
    “Not good odds,” I said as I looked for the enemy on the horizon. “If they don’t have mages I should be able to set them on fire before they can board. All the movies say fire’s pretty much the worst thing that can happen to a boat right. Burn up the sails and they’re screwed?” 
 
    “They probably have oars and stuff too, but without sails they wouldn’t be able to catch us,” she replied. 
 
    “TWO MORE RAIDERS FROM THE SOUTH!” someone cried from the crow’s nest, and I saw the captain rush over to that rail, cursing the entire time. 
 
    I looked around and saw the fear on the sailors' faces. Even the hardened veterans putting the finishing touches on the ballistae. “Okay. Looks like some speed is in order,” I said and beckoned Kjara to follow as I headed to the rear of the vessel. 
 
    “Just… hold on to something.” I said and flashed her a smile. “Things are bound to get a bit rough.” 
 
    I raised my arms to the sky and let out a long breath to calm myself. This was either going to be amazing or end up with us at the bottom of the ocean. I could only hope that the Lord of Storms and Destruction was on board with our quest to keep the Devourer from ending the world… after all, if everything ended there wouldn’t be anything left to destroy, right? 
 
    I gathered myself, and with all of the conviction I could muster, called upon the one Saa deity that could get us out of this one. “O mighty Seth, Lord of Storms, hear my prayer! Grant our vessel the power of your winds and deliver your wrath to those who would hinder our quest!”   
 
    After a quick glance at my current Divine Favor pool, I thought YOLO, and fueled my request with a hundred Divine Favor. 
 
    *** You have invoked the blessing of Seth, God of Storms! *** 
 
      
 
    Dark clouds started to gather on the horizon and the wind started to pick up, whipping my stole around and filling the sails. The ship surged forward, and the nearby sailors looked at me with fear in their eyes. 
 
    The clouds formed into a giant crescent in the sky with our ship at the midpoint, and with a mighty crash of thunder, the dark clouds were filled with spiderwebs of lightning. 
 
    I grabbed my headgear to keep it from blowing off in the wind and moved closer to Kjara, flashing her a smile as our boat surged ahead at twice the speed we’d been going before. We skipped over the waves like a speedboat. I was pretty certain outrunning the raiders was guaranteed. 
 
    Kjara said something, but I couldn’t hear her over the roaring of the wind. She cupped her hands to my ear and raised her voice. “What did you do?” 
 
    We huddled closer together as the wind picked up again, and I could hear the mast creaking under the strain of the increased winds before the sailors were able to alter the sails to compensate. I cupped my hands and replied as loud as I could. “Asked the god of storms to help with a hundred divine favor.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “You’re crazy!” she yelled. “Isn’t the Egyptian god of storms one of the big bad guys in their mythology? Cutting people up and basically breaking everything?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, but this time he’s on our side… I think.” 
 
    Her groan was so loud I could hear it over the wind, so I held her close and laughed as we sped across the sea and left the raiders behind. 
 
    Eventually the wind died down and we returned to our normal speed, much to the relief of the crew. With the threat gone for the time being, we moved back to the bow, keeping clear of the captain who was shooting me dirty looks. I later found out that she’d almost fallen overboard when the first gust of wind had hit, and the blow to her pride was much harder than the actual bruising she’d suffered on the rail. 
 
    We left the open sea behind, turning northwest to follow the coast of Kor towards our final destination of Eastport. The city was a beautiful sight, a massive medieval town similar to Arven’s Folly in aesthetic, but much bigger. There were ships of all shapes and sizes sitting at anchor in the harbor, and I figured we had maybe a half hour before we’d reach port. 
 
    I turned to Kjara and smiled. “We made it!” 
 
    She opened her mouth to respond but was cut off by a call from the lookout above. “Captain! Movement in the water!” 
 
    *** ALERT! You have entered a regional event: Terror from the Deep! *** 
 
      
 
    Kjara started cracking up, her words coming between bouts of laughter. “You… had to… say it.” 
 
    With a massive surge, a nightmarish creature covered in pitch black eyes emerged from the water in the center of the harbor, sending the nearby anchored ships lurching as the water was displaced by its mass.  
 
    Tentacles the size of tree trunks slipped out of the water and wrapped around a frigate, crushing it to splinters and pulling the wreckage closer. 
 
    I just stared dumbly at the creature as it emerged further, revealing a massive beak that crunched down on the remains of the once mighty ship, and as Kjara continued to laugh hysterically, all I could think was “Why me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** The End of Book 3 *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Appendix–Kheph Sa’tep Character 
 
    CHARACTER STATISTICS 
 
    Name:Kheph Sa’tep 
 
    Race:Human, Saa (Awakened) 
 
    Class:Priest of Anpu 
 
    Level:20Awakened Rank: 4 
 
    Experience: 148371/151250 
 
    Hit Points: 1106/1106 
 
    Mana: 1351/1351 
 
    Endurance: 830/830 
 
    Divine Favor: 175 
 
    Attributes (Modifier): [Available: 0 ] 
 
    --Strength (+2):15 (+3) 
 
    --Agility (+1):13 (+2) 
 
    --Constitution (+8):20 (+6) 
 
    --Intelligence:12 (+2) 
 
    --Wisdom (+1):14 (+3) 
 
    --Presence (+3):24 (+8) 
 
    --Fortune (+2):14 (+3) 
 
    Racial Skills: 
 
    --Child of the Sun 
 
    --Martial Training 
 
    --Son of the Sun 
 
    --Aspect of War 
 
    --Aspect of Light 
 
    --Aspect of the Falcon 
 
    --My Will Be Done 
 
    Class Skills: 
 
    --Blessing of the Gods 
 
    --Divine Blessing 
 
    --Temple Training 
 
    --Child of the Underworld 
 
    Boons and Blessings: 
 
    --Unknown Origins - Blood of the Gods (Awakened) 
 
    Combat Skills: (Available: 0)  
 
    --Spear: 19 [89%] 
 
    --Shield: 17 [97%] 
 
    --Medium Armor: 19 [43%] 
 
    --Endurance: 17 [79%] 
 
    --Precision Strike: 17 [46%] 
 
    --Charioteer: 7 [31%] 
 
    General Skills: (Available: 5) 
 
    --Armorer: 11 [76%] 
 
    --Cooking: 6 [0%] 
 
    --Discerning Eye: 20 [42%] 
 
    --First Aid: 20 [67%] 
 
    --Literacy (Saa):2 [84%] 
 
    --Lore (Saa Religion): 11 [98%] 
 
    --Survival (Desert): 2 [46%] 
 
    --Weaponsmith: 4 [63%] 
 
    --Lore (Necromancy): 3 [65%] 
 
    --Riding: 1 [92%] 
 
    --Teamster: 5 [18%] 
 
    Divine (Available: 0) 
 
      Skills 
 
      --Combat Caster: 20 [37%] 
 
      --Spectral Legion: 2 [N/A] 
 
      --Exorcism: 1 [0%] 
 
      --Spellcrafting: 3 [68%] 
 
      --Aura of the Underworld: 10 [11%] 
 
      --Divine Channel: 3 [N/A] 
 
      Spells 
 
      --Soothing Touch:  12 [92%] 
 
      --Sunstrike:  10 [32%] 
 
      --Jackal’s Tooth:  10 [95%] 
 
      --Beacon of Life:  2 [42%] 
 
      --Purifying Touch: 6 [10%] 
 
      --Flamestrike: 6 [84%] 
 
      --Sever Bonds: 1 [25%] 
 
      --Summon Legionnaire: 3 [73%] 
 
      --Cure Wounds: 20 [99%] 
 
      --Sehkmet's Cleansing: 10 [82%] 
 
      --Purification: 3 [50%] 
 
      --Call the Dead: 2 [81%] 
 
      --Create Food and Water: 3 [75%] 
 
      --Aset’s Mantle: 10 [61%] 
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